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TOPENG: A Nusantara Saga

	Are you a fan of gripping thrillers? Do you crave mysteries where ancient history and modern-day conspiracies collide? Step into a world of secrets long forgotten.

	The Mystery Begins...

	Vijay, a young lawyer, thought he was handling a routine property sale. He never expected to be plunged into an extraordinary search across time. What starts in the bustling streets of Puchong leads to the mist-shrouded hills of Ringlet, as Vijay uncovers a web of intrigue spanning centuries. Every clue leads to more questions; every answer is more dangerous than the last.

	The Heart of the Mystery: Chellathurai

	The story may begin with Vijay, but its pulse belongs to Chellathurai—a man who dedicated his life to finding an ancient truth, only to vanish twenty years ago without a trace. As the narrative unfolds, Chellathurai’s shadow looms large, leaving you to wonder: Who is the true protagonist of this saga?

	What happened to him? Two decades of silence have fueled countless legends. Some say he was spirited away by the ethereal Tujuh Puteri (The Seven Maiden Princesses). Others whisper that he fell victim to the cold-blooded Topeng Gang, or was swallowed by the ancient shadows of the deep forest. What is the truth behind his disappearance? Where is he hiding—or where is he being hidden?

	The Quest for the Lost City

	Journey from the cities of Johor and Kampar to the deep wilds of Makassar, Kalimantan, and Aceh. At the center of it all lies the enigma of Kota Gelangi—the fabled "Ancient Lost City."

	
		Does this lost civilization truly exist?

		What is the dark connection between the 14th-century Majapahit Kingdom and the modern-day Topeng Secret Gang?

		Why is this gang so desperate to bury the secrets Chellathurai was about to unearth?



	A South East Asian Masterpiece

	Featuring a rich cast including the Orang Asli tracker Limba Padukka, the scholarly Dr. Maniselvam, and the legendary 7th-century figure Patih Gajah Mada, Topeng is a modern-day thriller built on the bones of ancient history, folk legends, and gritty intrigue.

	For Fans of Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code

	Readers have hailed Topeng as the "South East Asian Da Vinci Code." If you love high-stakes puzzles, historical revelations, and heart-pounding suspense, this is the saga you’ve been waiting for.

	The past never truly dies. It’s just waiting to be unearthed.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	ONE

	THE PECULIAR CASE

	 

	“Ting… Ting… Ting…”

	The soft chime of the announcement at LRT Puchong Setiawalk Station reverberated through the cool air, abruptly pulling Vijay out of his deep thoughts. With a sigh, he closed the well-worn case file in front of him and stretched his stiff neck, feeling the slight crackle of tension easing from his muscles. His gaze drifted toward the large window beside his desk, where the world beyond his office on the 12th floor unfolded with its usual chaotic rhythm.

	From this height, the LRT station was a bustling hub of activity, a microcosm of the city's relentless energy. Vijay could see the entire panorama of the station below—an endless cycle of arrivals and departures, each train heralded by the familiar chime, a melody that had become part of the station's identity. The steady stream of commuters flowed in and out like clockwork, their movements synchronized with the rhythmic announcements of impending trains, safety warnings, and the mechanical hum of doors sliding open and shut.

	Everyone seemed caught in the morning rush, some moving with a purpose as if every second counted, while others wandered with a calm that contrasted sharply with the urgency around them. The platform was a theatre of human emotion: the impatience of those running late, the serenity of those with time to spare, the sleepy heads who swayed with the train's motion, and the irritated ones muttering under their breath as they were jostled by the crowd. The trains came and went with a predictable regularity, their arrival marked by a sharp whistle and the gentle rumble of wheels on tracks, a comforting, almost hypnotic sound to those who frequented the station daily.

	Opposite this station, dominating the skyline stood the SetiaWalk Business Centre. It was a towering structure of glass and steel, a symbol of modernity and progress, and home to "Nandha Vijay & Co." The firm occupied a prime spot on the 12th floor, high enough to offer a sweeping view of the cityscape yet close enough to feel connected to the pulse of Puchong's daily life. Vijay often found himself drawn to the window, observing the comings and goings below, a silent witness to urban existence's mundane yet fascinating choreography.

	"Wow… Puchong really has changed… so much…" Vijay muttered to himself, his voice barely above a whisper, tinged with awe and nostalgia. He stood there for a moment longer, his mind wandering back to the Puchong of his childhood, a place that seemed a world away from the bustling metropolis he now inhabited.

	Back then, Puchong had been a sprawling estate of rubber plantations, stretching from the 6th mile to Bukit Jalil, Kinrara, Castlefield, and Batu Empat Belas. The land had been vast and green, dominated by the tall, slender trunks of rubber trees, with only a few scattered tin mining projects breaking the monotony. The estate was primarily home to the Indian community, whose lives revolved around the rhythm of rubber tapping and tin mining, industries that were the area's lifeblood but had little to do with the name Puchong itself.

	Early mornings were often shrouded in a delicate mist that soaked the grass and left schoolchildren's shoes damp when they arrived at their classrooms. The nights were calm and quiet, the air so crisp that no one needed an air conditioner to sleep comfortably. The hills surrounding the estate were a constant, serene backdrop that offered solace from the demands of daily life.

	This was also the land where the late Dr V. David, a veteran politician and staunch defender of the people, had served as a Member of Parliament until his final days. It was a place rich in history, much of it tied to the struggles and triumphs of the Indian community, whose temples and Tamil schools still stood as silent witnesses to a bygone era. But as time passed, much of this land had been taken from its original inhabitants, and the community that had once called it home was slowly displaced.

	Vijay remembered those days vividly—the Omnibus No. 207 that connected Puchong to PJ Old Town, with its last bus leaving at 6.45 pm, and the Omnibus No. 55 from Kuala Lumpur to Klang, which offered a final ride at 8.15 pm. Missing that last bus meant spending the night at the bus stop, waiting for the first rays of dawn to bring the next ride home. It was a time when life moved at a different pace, slower, perhaps simpler, but not without its challenges.

	In the last 30 years, Puchong has transformed beyond recognition. What was once a rural estate was now a bustling urban centre, complete with shopping malls, wide roads connected to major expressways, and residential areas filled with towering condominiums. The LRT, once a distant dream, now linked this former "Hood of Gangsters" or "Black Harlem" with the rest of the city, bringing a diverse population from all corners of Malaysia. The Indian community, once the majority, had been mainly replaced by the Chinese, who moved in as the area developed and property values soared.

	For Vijay, Puchong's transformation was deeply personal. He had grown up alongside the city, witnessing its evolution as he navigated his own path in life. After earning his law degree and cutting his teeth at the Selangor Bar Council in Shah Alam, he returned to his hometown, determined to establish his own firm. It was a matter of pride for him that "Nandha Vijay & Co." was based in Puchong, reflecting his deep roots in the community and his belief in the potential of the place he once called home.

	Now in his early thirties, Vijay had already accomplished more than many his age. His disciplined lifestyle—a strict diet, regular exercise, and a commitment to staying away from alcohol and cigarettes—allowed him to maintain his health and fitness despite the demands of his career. He was proud of his physique, a testament to his dedication, and saw it as another way of honouring his sacrifices to reach this point in his life.

	Vijay's journey had been challenging. When he completed his SPM, his humble and hardworking father was unable to afford his further education. Undeterred, Vijay worked multiple jobs, earning enough to pay for his studies and eventually secure his law degree. He had taken on the responsibility of supporting his family at a young age, using his earnings to set up a grocery shop for his elder brother and ensure his two younger sisters received a good education and were married to suitable partners.

	In doing so, Vijay sacrificed much of his youth, including the chance at love. But he had no regrets. He was ambitious and determined, which had driven him to succeed despite the odds. With his family settled and his responsibilities fulfilled, Vijay could finally focus on his own life and career.

	His legal practice had grown steadily, and he had a reputation for handling divorce and property-related cases with exceptional skill. Clients who came to him knew they were in good hands, confident in his ability to secure a favourable outcome. Today, however, a new case had landed on his desk—unlike any he had encountered. It was a property case, but with a complexity that intrigued him. As he pondered the details, he allowed himself to relax, taking in the picturesque view of the city from his office.

	“Knock… Knock… Knock…”

	The sound of a gentle knock on the door broke his reverie. Vijay turned his head, spotting his secretary, Manggai, standing outside his cabin's glass door. She smiled as he gestured for her to enter.

	"Mr. Vijay, your 11.00 am appointment is here," she announced in her sweet, melodious voice.

	"Ah… That peculiar property case," Vijay mused aloud, his curiosity again piqued. “Mr. Arinjayan, right? Please ask him to come in."

	A few moments later, Arinjayan entered the room. The man was in his late fifties, his face bright and cheerful despite the noticeable signs of ageing—a receding hairline, a slight paunch that spoke of years of indulgence, and the faint lines etched into his skin by time. He was dressed in a well-tailored western suit, an outfit that seemed out of place in the tropical heat of Malaysia but suited him nonetheless.

	"Good day, young man! How do you do?" Arinjayan greeted him warmly, extending a hand with a friendly smile.

	"I'm doing well, sir, and yourself?" Vijay replied, returning the handshake with equal warmth.

	"Am good, very good! But I must ask, Mr. Vijay," Arinjayan said as he settled into a chair, his tone becoming more serious, "I'm only here for the next ten days… Is it possible to sell off my house within that time?"

	Vijay leaned back in his chair, considering the request carefully. "To be honest, Mr. Arinjayan," he began, choosing his words carefully, "it's improbable that we can sell the house in just ten days. The process takes time, and patience is required."

	"That house, Vijay, is the only thread that still binds me to this country," Arinjayan's voice trembled with a weight of emotion that seemed to crush the air between them. "After all, I have no other 'relations' here besides that house. Once it's sold, my ties to this land will be severed forever. As long as it remains in my possession, it feels like the past clings to me, haunting me with memories I'd rather forget. Selling it… it's the only way I can find some peace, to escape from those painful memories that seem to torment me every day."

	His face darkened as he spoke, and the light in his eyes dimmed as if the very thought of those memories drained his life. His gaze dropped to the floor, seemingly locked onto a distant spot, lost in the labyrinth of his past. For a moment, he appeared utterly transfixed as though he were reliving each painful recollection in the silence of Vijay's office.

	Vijay listened intently, allowing the gravity of Arinjayan's words to settle before responding. He had seen many clients burdened by the past, but something about Arinjayan's despair struck a chord with him. Clearing his throat, he began, "I have reviewed all the relevant documents, Mr. Arinjayan. According to the records, the house is still registered under your father's name, Mr. Chellathurai. Unfortunately, it has been 20 years since your father went missing. Our first step must be to submit an originating petition to the High Court to declare Mr Chellathurai as your father and obtain an official declaration of his deeds."

	Vijay paused, ensuring that Arinjayan followed the legal process's intricacies before continuing. "We'll also need to file an additional petition asserting your sole claim to the property, effectively denying any potential claims from other parties. This process will require us to submit the original documents and publish a newspaper notice. We can proceed with the sale only after we confirm that there are no other competing claims. Unfortunately, achieving all this in ten days is impossible, Mr. Arinjayan. So, as much as I understand your urgency, I must insist that we need more time."

	Arinjayan's face reflected a mixture of disbelief and resignation. "Wow... That sounds like an incredibly time-consuming procedure," he murmured, a slight tremor in his voice betraying his anxiety. "Well, Mr. Vijay," he continued, pleading, "I completely understand your concerns, but is there any way we could expedite the process? Anything at all to push this along faster?"

	Vijay felt slightly irritated at the suggestion, though he kept his tone measured and polite. "Mr. Arinjayan, let me be clear on one thing: I will not engage in any illegal or unethical practices to expedite this process. Cutting corners could land us in far more trouble down the road, and that's a risk I'm not willing to take."

	Arinjayan quickly raised his hands in a gesture of denial, his eyes wide with sincerity. "Oh no! No! Please, don't misunderstand me, young man!" he exclaimed, shaking his head emphatically. "That wasn't my intention at all… I simply wanted to know if there were any legal methods—perhaps less complicated—to finish this quicker?"

	Vijay's expression softened, and he shook his head gently. "I'm afraid not, Mr. Arinjayan. The process we must follow is clear-cut and unavoidable. As frustrating as it may be, the wait is both absolute and necessary." He offered a reassuring smile to ease the older man's distress.

	Arinjayan nodded slowly, the worry lines on his face relaxing slightly as he accepted Vijay's explanation. "I understand," he said finally, his voice calmer now.

	"The first step," Vijay continued, "would be for you to sign all these documents. I'll file the originating petition at the High Court tomorrow." He reached across his desk to hand a thick file to Arinjayan and moved closer to guide him through the paperwork. Despite the gravity of the situation, Arinjayan signed each document without hesitation, his hand steady, his resolve clear.

	As Arinjayan scribbled his signature on the last page, Vijay couldn't help but ask, "You're not reading them first, Mr. Arinjayan?"

	The older man paused, then looked up at Vijay warmly. "I have deep trust in my friend Sadhasivam, who gave me your contact, young man!" he replied, tapping Vijay's shoulder gently. The gesture, so simple yet full of meaning, filled Vijay with quiet pride, and he returned the smile, feeling a renewed sense of responsibility.

	"Mr. Arinjayan?"

	"Yes, Mr. Vijay?" Arinjayan looked up from the documents, a touch of curiosity in his eyes.

	"You know what? You can just address me as Mr. Ari," he suggested with a light-hearted chuckle.

	"Alright, Mr. Ari," Vijay agreed, smiling. "And you can drop the 'Mr.' from my name. Just Vijay will do."

	Arinjayan nodded, clearly pleased by the camaraderie that was beginning to form. "By the way," Vijay added, shifting back to the matter at hand, "we should arrange a visit to the property to assess its condition. Only then can we determine a fair selling price."

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	TWO

	THE RETURN TO RINGLET

	 

	Arinjayan was a Malaysian Tamilian by birth, but he had long since migrated to Switzerland, where he had settled comfortably. He had only one younger sister, who was also married and living in Switzerland. Despite the distance and years that had passed, a part of him had always remained connected to the land of his birth, tied by threads of memory and the legacy left by his father.

	His father, Mr. Chellathurai, had been a prominent Civil Engineer, a man of intellect and passion, who came to Malaysia twenty years ago to pursue historical research—a journey that ended in tragedy. Without warning, Chellathurai disappeared under mysterious circumstances one day, leaving no trace behind. Arinjayan, devastated and paralyzed by his father's sudden disappearance, had thrown himself into the search, sparing no effort or resource in the quest to find him. Despite the numerous struggles, dead-ends, and heartbreaks along the way, his father was never found. No one even knew what had happened to him. As they say, a missing person is like a story without an ending—an open wound that never heals.

	The house owned by his father, located in the tranquil town of Ringlet, was the last physical link to Chellathurai's legacy. For years, Arinjayan's mother had insisted that the house should not be sold as long as she lived, clinging to it as though it were a lifeline to her lost husband. Her passing the previous year had marked the end of that era. After much thought and lengthy discussions with his sister, they decided it was time to sell the property. This decision had brought Arinjayan back to the land of his birth, far from the cold landscapes of Switzerland, solely to complete this task.

	Ringlet, a little town nestled in the heart of Cameron Highlands, is where beauty, peace, and serenity are woven into the very fabric of its existence. Located at the 54th-kilometre mark from Tapah to Cameron Highlands, it is a world away from the bustle of the capital city. The town's green scenery is a balm for the eyes and soul, offering a soothing respite from the chaos of modern life.

	As one approaches Ringlet, the road curves sharply at Kampong Keladi, revealing the breathtaking Iskandar Waterfalls. Here, perennial waters cascade endlessly from above, their clarity a striking Caribbean blue that sparkles in the sunlight. The water spills eel-like over the basalt rock, its clamorous passage creating a whooshing vortex at the base of the falls. It throws up bubbles of spray that dance in the daylight, giving the scene a momentary radiance. The splashing water, cool and invigorating, offers an ecstatic welcome to all who pass by.

	Tourists bound for Cameron Highlands often stop here, drawn by the natural beauty and the chance to soak in the refreshing waters before continuing their journey uphill. On either side of the road leading to the falls, vendors sell a variety of antiques, key chains, and miniature replicas of landmarks, adding to the charm of this picturesque spot.

	As they drove through this area in Vijay's black Toyota Camry, Arinjayan sat quietly beside him, his gaze locked on the waterfall and the surrounding scenery. The purity of the landscape, untouched and vibrant, represented nature's vitality, spirit, and joy. The air was thick with the scent of spruce trees and the wet earth, a mixture of freshness and life that Arinjayan inhaled deeply, savouring the familiar aroma. He rolled down the window, stretching his hand out to feel the cool, damp breeze against his skin, closing his eyes to immerse himself fully in the moment. The sound of the flowing water, rhythmic and soothing, was the only noise that punctuated the stillness, wrapping him in a warm embrace of nostalgia.

	"We would have come here at least a hundred times when we were little," Arinjayan began, his voice tinged with a wistful note as memories flooded back. "The whole place was always chilly. You couldn't even dip a finger in the morning water—it was so cold it would send shivers straight to your spine. The noise of the falling water could be heard all over, and even if you stood by the side of the road, you'd feel the tiny splashes of it hitting your skin, delicate and cold. There was always a slight darkness here, as the waterfall was surrounded by greenery, making the surroundings cool and mysterious."

	He paused, a shadow crossing his face. "But now, it's brighter and less cold than before. The sun beats down harder. It isn't the same as when Mom and I last came here ten years ago. So much has changed. Forests are being destroyed, and developments are springing up everywhere. I can see the dust on the roads." His voice lowered, tinged with sadness. "You know, Vijay? When I was a kid, there was no such thing as pollution in Ringlet. Now? It's as if no one cares about the forest here. They're oblivious to the need to protect it."

	"Is your hometown in Ringlet?" Vijay asked, curious.

	"Yes! Indeed, I was born and raised in Ringlet. Dad was a Reservoir Dam Civil Engineer. When I was 17, he got a job in France. Then we moved to Switzerland from France after a few years. Later, we obtained permanent residency and settled down there."

	Their conversation flowed as naturally as the scenery around them, and before they knew it, the car had arrived in Ringlet. The large dam on the Ringlet facade loomed ahead, a landmark that defined the town. On a mound nearby, a beautiful bungalow came into view—The Lake House Hotel, a place so charming that visitors often stopped to take pictures, captivated by its beauty.

	A Chinese temple stood in the distance, its bright colours contrasting with the greenery. Vijay drove carefully as Arinjayan pointed out directions, guiding him toward the house that had once been his family's home. Chellathurai's house was perched on a mound north of the dam, providing a commanding view of the serene landscape.

	The car stopped gently in front of the house, and both men stepped out. Vijay was struck by the sight before him. He had expected to see an abandoned, dilapidated bungalow worn down by time and neglect. But what greeted his eyes was something entirely different.

	The house stood proud and well-maintained, with beautiful plants lining the fences outside and inside. The lawn inside was neatly trimmed, the grass freshly cut and damp, giving the yard a vibrant green hue. Tall, majestic trees stood as sentinels around the property, their branches swaying gently in the breeze. The house was a cosy structure made of plain brown bricks with white-painted doors that added a touch of elegance. The front yard was a riot of colour, filled with an array of flowers—roses, lilies, sunflowers, dahlias, and more—each adding to the place's charm. It was a grand estate spread over two acres, and it was clear that this was not just a house but a home full of life and memories.

	 Vijay was dumbstruck as he took in the sight before him, sighing in amazement. "The house is very well maintained indeed!" he exclaimed, nodding his head in approval as he continued to marvel at the pristine condition of the property.

	"Yes," Arinjayan replied with a fond smile, "one of my old schoolmates—Guna—is the one who takes on the responsibility of keeping the house clean. He's also the one holding the keys. Sometimes, the house is rented out to tourists, and Guna manages everything. I just want the house to be clean and well-maintained, even if we're not here."

	"Why sell such a beautiful house?" Vijay asked, his voice tinged with disbelief. "Why not let it be an asset?"

	Arinjayan shook his head, his expression turning solemn. "Come on, Vijay! Who do we have here? We're all living abroad now. Look at it—the house stands alone here like an orphan." His words hung in the air, heavy with the sadness of abandonment and the inevitability of letting go.

	Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of wheels crunching on gravel, drawing both men's attention to a Suzuki jeep that was slowly ascending the driveway. The jeep stopped beside Vijay's Camry, and a man gracefully jumped out. He had a moderate build and stood tall, his bald head gleaming under the sunlight. A white-grey moustache adorned his face, but it did little to diminish the youthful spark in his eyes. As he spotted Arinjayan, his face broke into a wide, dashing smile, revealing a full set of teeth.

	The two men embraced warmly; their reunion filled with the easy camaraderie of old friends. They exchanged pleasantries, inquiring about each other's health, and the years that had passed since they last met seemed to melt away. After a moment, Arinjayan turned to Vijay and introduced him to Guna. The two shook hands firmly, exchanging nods of respect.

	"Let's go inside," Arinjayan suggested, and the three men moved towards the gate, which creaked open as they entered the property.

	Inside, Vijay took in the grandeur of the house. It was spacious, with a large hall that exuded warmth and hospitality. Three bedrooms were neatly arranged, each one inviting with its cosy charm. A dining hall connected to a well-equipped kitchen and two bathrooms provided ample convenience. Behind the house, a parking lot offered additional space. The entire setup was perfect, exuding an understated elegance that made the house feel like a true home.

	As Vijay surveyed the property, he couldn't help but estimate its value. The house and the two acres of land would be worth more than three million. The thought of owning such a beautiful home stirred something deep within him. He began to entertain the idea of buying the house for himself if only he had the money. His mind raced, doing quick calculations—could he acquire a loan for three million? And if approved, could he convince Arinjayan to sell it at a slightly lower price? The idea excited him, and with each passing moment, he fell in love with the house more.

	"When do you intend to leave?" Guna asked Arinjayan, interrupting Vijay's reverie.

	"By noon," Arinjayan replied, almost apologetically.

	"What do you mean?" Guna responded with surprise. "You're leaving as soon as you arrive? Can't you stay for a night? What's the rush? You're going to sell the house, after all; can't you stay in the place where you lived for at least one day?" His tone was gentle but insistent, urging Arinjayan to reconsider.

	Arinjayan glanced at Vijay as if seeking his opinion. Vijay, sensing the unspoken question, shrugged his shoulders in agreement. With its beauty and the mild coolness of the highland air, the house had already charmed him.

	"I didn't bring any clothes," Vijay admitted, though there was a note of excitement in his voice. "It would be convenient to stay here tonight if there were shops nearby to buy a shirt, some shorts, and toiletries. Other than that, I have no objections at all."

	"You can buy everything you need here," Guna assured him warmly. "There are plenty of shops around. You'll be all set in no time."

	Vijay couldn't help but smile, feeling the anticipation of spending a night in the house growing within him. The idea of staying in this beautiful, serene place, even for one night, filled him with a sense of contentment.

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	THREE

	ECHOES OF THE PAST

	 

	It was a cold night, and the soothing cool breeze wrapped around them like a comforting blanket, enveloping them in a tight embrace. Vijay relished the weather, a stark contrast to the warmth of Puchong's climate, where he had spent much of his life. The crisp air was a refreshing change, invigorating his senses. Meanwhile, Arinjayan and Guna were lost in the corridors of their past as they reminisced about their childhood memories. Their lively chatter filled the dark night with vibrant colours, each recollection more vivid than the last. They sipped on glasses of Absolute Vodka, the sharp, warming liquid perfect for the chilly night. Guna, puffing on a cigarette, seemed especially content, though Vijay had politely declined the offer of Vodka.

	For Arinjayan, every corner of the house brought a flood of memories—his favourite play areas with his sister, wandering aimlessly across the front porch with his father, and the comfort of his lofty bedroom were all etched vividly in his mind. Every step he took within the house felt like a journey through time as if he were walking through the pages of his own history.

	“Isn’t this the place where I jumped onto Dad’s car? Isn’t this where I stumbled and broke my arm? And isn’t this the spot where Mom used to feed my sister and me?” His heart pounded as he walked through the house, each memory surfacing with a bittersweet clarity. “Where is the firecracker flower that used to be here?” he wondered, feeling a pang of loss as he noticed the absence of certain details that had once been so familiar.

	The spot where he had played with firecrackers during Deepavali caught his eye, and he paused, overwhelmed by the scenes playing out in his mind as though they had happened only yesterday. Memories have a way of staying alive, persisting through the years with a tenacity that defies time. They are indelible, etched into the house's very walls, impossible to erase. Even when people or things are lost, their memories remain constantly in the heart.

	For Arinjayan, the memories of his father were the most poignant. He loved his father deeply and looked up to him as a role model. Chellathurai had been more than just a parent; he was a bookworm, a writer, a man of vision and principles. Arinjayan felt a swell of pride and respect as he thought of his father, who had always encouraged him to follow his own path.

	“I will not emphasize my writing and beliefs on the readers. I simply write what I know and what I feel like writing. If the world wants to embrace my words for their needs, they will naturally read on their own!” his father often told him, a mantra that had guided Arinjayan throughout his life.

	The memory of his father sitting in his favourite armchair, a book gracefully held between his fingers, was still vivid in Arinjayan’s mind. He could almost hear the knock on his bedroom door, his father’s gentle voice offering help with his schoolwork. These moments were the treasures his father had left behind, unforgettable and irreplaceable.

	Guna and Vijay had no part in these memories; they were outsiders in this world of recollection. The glimpses of the past and the traces left behind in the house were Arinjayan’s alone. They were alive within the walls, echoes of a time gone by but still resonant.

	“Your mother was so adamant about not selling this house,” Guna said, breaking the silence with a question that snapped Arinjayan out of his reverie. “But, Ari, what made you decide so quickly after her passing to sell this property?”

	Guna’s inquiry was direct, bringing Arinjayan back to the present. He sighed deeply, the weight of the past heavy on his shoulders.

	“Yes, she never wanted to sell it. She firmly believed Father would return and held onto that hope until her last breath. But I… I lost hope long ago. I didn’t think Father would ever return to us. This house… it haunts me in my dreams. As long as it remains, so do the memories of our dad. That’s why I want to get rid of this place as soon as possible,” Arinjayan explained, his voice tinged with a sadness that had become all too familiar.

	“But Mr. Ari, if you don’t mind me asking, how did Mr. Chellathurai disappear in the first place?” Vijay’s voice broke the silence, and his curiosity finally got the better of him. Arinjayan walked over to Vijay, placing a hand on his shoulder before sitting beside him, ready to share a story that had haunted him for years.

	“There are so many stories, Vijay… so many tales. We don’t even know which one to believe. Some say he was kidnapped by the mysterious Tujuh Puteri—the Seven Maiden Princesses. Others believe he was murdered by the Topeng Gang. And some think he was taken by evil spirits in the forest. Which is true, and which is not… I simply have no clue!” Arinjayan’s voice was heavy with uncertainty, the truth lost somewhere in the tangled web of rumours and speculation.

	“Wow… That’s a lot to process,” Vijay said, the intrigue in his voice growing stronger. “By the way, who was your dad? Why were these stories made up about him?” The curiosity in Vijay’s mind had turned into a burning desire to know more about Chellathurai and the mystery surrounding his disappearance.

	Arinjayan took a deep breath, preparing to recount the story that had defined so much of his life. “My dad was not just an Engineer; he was an enthusiast in historical research. He was crazy about it, actually. He loved history so much that he dedicated his efforts, time, and even his life to anthropology and archaeology. According to him, many researchers, especially in this land, have neglected the influence of Hinduism, Tamil kings, and Tamil culture on Southeast Asia. My dad threw himself into this study. As he and some noted historians believed, hundreds of years before Rajendra Chola waged war against this region, the Pandyas and Pallavas had already established a strong influence through trade and political and marital alliances. To discover more details, he travelled to Borneo, and from there, he went to Palembang, Indonesia. There, he uncovered something interesting—an ancient castle built through the influence of the Pallavas in ancient Johor. He believed the castle’s ruins were still hidden in the dense forest. He went to Johor to investigate further, and that’s when everything changed. All we knew after that was that he vanished in the forests during his investigations.”

	“Didn’t you all file a police report?” Vijay asked, leaning forward, his interest piqued.

	“We did! That was the first thing we did,” Arinjayan replied, a note of frustration creeping into his voice. “But you know what? The police turned against us. The area was supposed to be restricted, and no one was allowed into the forest where the ruins of the ancient kingdom were said to be located. After that, they blamed my father for entering the place and started questioning his actions. We never heard anything from them again.”

	“Did you try finding him in other ways?” Vijay pressed on, his curiosity burning brighter. But Arinjayan shook his head, the sadness in his eyes deepening.

	“That part of the forest is a complicated and mystique location,” Arinjayan began, his voice heavy with the weight of years of frustration and uncertainty. “We needed permission from the Archaeology Department and the Johor Forestry Department just to set foot in there. Moreover, Singapore relies on the reservoir located deep inside the jungle as its only water resource. The Singaporean government leased the area from Malaysia for a hundred years and deployed its troops to guard the reservoir. We also needed their additional permission to enter the area. Despite all these hurdles, we tried to find my father amidst these difficulties. But nothing really worked out.” Arinjayan stood up and gazed upward, his eyes reflecting the agony of two decades. “Twenty years, Vijay! It’s been twenty freaking years since we lost him, and we’ve had no updates, no closure.”

	Vijay rose from his seat as well, his expression serious. He gently touched Arinjayan’s hand, sensing the depth of his anguish. “Do you still think he might be alive?” he asked softly.

	Arinjayan turned to Vijay, a cold smile playing on his lips. “Twenty years, young man! Hope is wonderful, but it’s fragile—like a sandcastle. It looks beautiful, feels beautiful, but without a foundation, it simply gets washed away with time.”

	Vijay was puzzled by Arinjayan's philosophical musings, but he could sense the underlying pain. Arinjayan continued, his voice tinged with resignation. “He was fifty-two when he disappeared; by now, he’d be seventy-two. Do you think he could have survived in that forest for twenty years? Didn’t he have a single chance to escape if he was really alive?”

	Vijay began pacing, his fingers tapping rhythmically against his thigh—a telltale sign that he was deep in thought. Suddenly, he stopped and turned back towards Arinjayan. “What if…? What if he was never there in the first place?” Vijay’s voice was tentative, as though he was testing a theory aloud. “I mean, what if he was never inside the forest at all?”

	Arinjayan and Guna exchanged glances, their brows furrowing in surprise at Vijay’s question.

	“You guys never searched for him outside the forest, did you?” Vijay pressed on, his mind racing.

	Guna, who had been quietly observing the conversation, finally spoke up. “Actually, it makes sense, Ari. We did try to find him inside the forest, but we never really looked for him outside. Your lawyer here might be onto something.” Guna’s eyes lit up as he considered the possibility.

	“But according to the information we received, he was last seen entering the forest,” Arinjayan objected, his voice filled with doubt.

	“Who gave you that information?” Vijay interjected quickly.

	“The Orang Asli—the indigenous people living in the forest—were the ones who told us,” Arinjayan replied.

	“The same ones who said your dad was kidnapped by forest fairies?” Vijay asked, raising an eyebrow.

	“You mean the Tujuh Puteri? That theory came from my father’s friend, Doctor Maniselvam. He suggested that there might be some truth to it,” Arinjayan explained, trying to piece together the scattered fragments of information.

	“And what about the evil spirits that supposedly dwell in the forest?” Vijay continued, his curiosity growing with each question.

	“That story also came from the Orang Asli,” Arinjayan confirmed.

	“And the one about the murder by a secret cult?” Vijay inquired, his mind now fully engaged in unravelling the mystery.

	“Yes, the Topeng Gang,” Arinjayan nodded.

	“Who are they? “Vijay asked, leaning in, his interest piqued.

	“They’re some sort of secret organization that originated in Indonesia. Something like the Illuminati,” Arinjayan said, his tone suggesting the surreal nature of the information.

	“And who told you about them?” Vijay's voice was filled with a mixture of disbelief and intrigue.

	“A police officer—Maayavan Munusamy—he gave us that information,” Arinjayan replied.

	Vijay stopped pacing and leaned against the wall, processing everything he had just heard. “Mr. Ari, I can’t help but think, after hearing all of this… what if we started looking for your father again?” he suggested, the idea forming more solidly in his mind.

	Arinjayan and Guna looked at each other, their expressions a mix of surprise and contemplation.

	“Seriously, Vijay? Do you really want to do this again?” Arinjayan asked, his voice tinged with weariness. “Do you realize how exhausted we are from searching for him? What makes you think things will be any different now?”

	“At the very least, we could find out what happened to him,” Vijay replied hopefully, his determination growing stronger with each passing moment.

	Arinjayan slowly sat down, deep in thought. Vijay followed suit, sitting across from him, waiting for an answer.

	“Okay, fine,” Arinjayan said after a long pause, his voice resigned but with a hint of resolve. “One last time! It’s okay if we don’t find him. Like the lawyer said, at least we’ll know what happened to him after all these years, right?” Guna seemed to be aligning with Vijay’s thinking. “Come on, Ari. Let’s try. Give it a shot, will ya?” he encouraged, tapping his friend on the shoulder.

	“The purpose of my coming here was to sell this house. I thought I’d be leaving for good once it was done. But now you see, Guna? Life seems to have other plans for me!”Arinjayan said, his voice tinged with exasperation and a hint of irony.
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