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CHAPTER ONE


ONE MONTH AFTER THE FALL OF TRANSCENDENT


‘Come close, chikoo, and I will tell you a story.’


The boy liked his mother’s nickname for him. The chikoo was a soft, round fruit that tasted of brown sugar and caramel. The boy was not soft or round but he was sweet. Sweet like a chikoo. He nestled his face against the hard, protruding ribs of his mother’s chest and she closed her arms around him, kissing his forehead. They were lying on a bed of sodden cardboard by the side of a wide, empty street. Ramshackle buildings of brick, concrete and corrugated metal towered on either side, connected by hanging cables which criss-crossed overhead. The night sky was black with boiling cloud. It had been that way for weeks, even during the day and ever since it had happened. It. When the darkness had first descended. When everyone had started running and screaming. When the boy and his mother had started seeing things, terrifying things that lurked and grinned with shining eyes in the shadows of the alleyways.


Now, the smoky streets of Delhi were deserted. The potholed tarmac gleamed with fallen rain, reflecting the fluorescent colours of the neon signs that fizzed and sparked high above. The occasional car or rickshaw sped past and they would sometimes hear whimpering and running footsteps. But the majority of the population was barricaded indoors. The boy and his mother had nowhere to go since the boy’s father had banished them from their home in a state of panicked hysteria. They lay on their cardboard as they had done for weeks, drenched in the oppressive humidity and rotting stink of the derelict city.


‘What story, Maa?’ asked the boy.


‘It is the story of a boy called Markandeya,’ his mother whispered, ‘and of how he did something … impossible.’


There was an explosion a few blocks away. The street shook. But the boy’s only response was to close his eyes. He was used to strange, unsettling sounds – and to ignoring them – and did his best to concentrate on the story his mother was muttering into his ear. That was why he did not see the garishly pink Aston Martin Rapide E swing around a corner and onto the street with two Noctroopers on Hayes M1030 military motorcycles in pursuit. The three vehicles hurtled past, the Aston Martin with the whirr of its electric motor and the motorcycles with the scream of diesel engines. With one hand, the first of the two Noctroopers lifted an XM7 silenced, gas-operated assault rifle and opened fire. Sparks flew across the glossy, bulletproof curves of the Aston Martin. The second Noctrooper aimed a particle rifle at the car’s rear window, but before she had the chance to fire, the Aston Martin disappeared in a flurry of glittering black smoke. One moment it was there. The next it was gone. It had vanished. The two Noctroopers could do nothing but continue hurtling on, looking around and shouting at each other in confusion. They paid no attention to the green and yellow rickshaw, which trundled past them in the opposite direction, creakily making its way back along the street until it had passed the boy with his eyes squeezed shut and his mother soothingly murmuring a story into his ear.


In the back of the rickshaw, Amira Rana glanced at the user interface shining from the Oracle Mark I, the holographic projector strapped with diamond-encrusted leather to her wrist. She was wearing a black hooded sweatshirt and her flowing black hair was tied in a ponytail, unveiling the three glittering earrings on each ear. Amira swiped at the holographic interface – she had long since upgraded her model to emit a hard, interactive light – and tapped again. The rickshaw sped up. There was no driver. She had engineered it to drive itself.


Amira smiled. It was a dark smile of red lips and white teeth. Everything had proceeded according to plan. She had infiltrated the Nosfer Oil Corporation’s central server in Delhi and gained access to the Oracle Mark III’s network architecture, meaning she could use her Mark I to issue her own commands to microbot swarms in her immediate vicinity. That was how she had created the illusion of the Aston Martin that had thrown the Noctroopers off her trail. It was a small advantage but it was a start. And Amira would need it. Because there was no more Transcendent. No more Jacob and Kira. No more Eunata.


And her mission was an impossible one.


‘How did Markandeya do it, Maa?’ The boy opened his eyes again, once the scream of the motorcycles had faded in one direction and the rattle of the rickshaw had faded in the other. His mother reached under the dirty fabric of her sari and pulled out a pendant she was wearing around her neck. Engraved on the brass disc was the dancing figure of Lord Shiva, the Great God and Destroyer of Evil.


‘Through faith, chikoo,’ she whispered. ‘Faith in God. Om Namah Shivāya.’


In the back of her rickshaw, Amira pulled out her own pendant. Hers was the golden face of a tiger with tiny emeralds for eyes. She fondled it thoughtfully as she disappeared into the writhing smoke of the Delhi night. It was time to return to base.


And there was work that needed doing.









CHAPTER TWO


ONE YEAR AFTER THE FALL OF TRANSCENDENT


Transparent waves, like liquid glass, rolled up the beach and back down to the turquoise sea. The sky was blue. The sand was white. Jacob Flynn was wallowing in it, enjoying the hot, rough softness on his naked back. Grains were in his hair and on his swimming trunks, both stiff with salt from his last swim. The tropical air was sweet coconut and salted sea breeze. Jacob breathed in and out, ignoring the whistling of his nostrils and listening instead to the gentle shushing of the surf and chatter of the singing parrots in the trees behind him. He lay back completely and looked up at the sky, entranced by the swaying green palms, before closing his electric blue eyes, relaxing his serious, freckled face and attempting sleep.


But before sleep came dreams. Nightmares. Memories. Memories of Mount Elgon and Uganda. Memories of his mama, of what she had said and sounded like. Jacob would do his best to shut those memories out. Ignore them. Try desperately to forget them. Because it did not matter what his mama had said. Because she was dead. Murdered. By Magnus Nosfer.


Jacob and his twin sister, Kira, were geniuses. They had been recruited by Amira Rana, head of RanaTech, for Transcendent, an organisation designed to combat the dangers brought about by climate change. Jacob and Kira, along with other geniuses, Sakari Ekho and Lulu Laei, had been launched to the Garden, RanaTech’s private space station. But once they had arrived, everything had gone wrong. Magnus Nosfer, head of the Nosfer Oil Corporation, had sabotaged the Garden and isolated Jacob, Kira, Sakari and Lulu in space. Back on Earth, Jacob and Kira’s mother, Eunata, along with Amira and RanaTech’s Head of Security, Gus Yang, had tried to save them. But that had gone wrong, too. Nosfer had killed Eunata, destroyed the Garden and caused the four fourteen-year-olds to crash-land in the Pacific Ocean.


A year had passed since then. Now, Jacob and Kira were fifteen. And things were different.


‘Jacob!’


Jacob could hear Sakari calling him from Aunty and Uncle’s house and he heaved himself to his feet. Jacob’s body had been changed by the last twelve months. He was a little taller, obviously, but the changes to his diet meant he was carrying more weight around his cheeks, stomach, hips and buttocks. Jacob was also limping, right foot gouging the sand as he made his way lopsidedly up the beach. A few weeks ago, he had kicked the trunk of a palm tree and broken his big toe.


In the shade of the treeline was Aunty and Uncle’s house. Sitting on four-foot stilts, the walls and roof were covered with palm leaves, cut and folded over sticks and held in place with bark. These overlapping panels were tied with more bark to a mangrove timber frame. Sakari was leaning against the open door, wearing a shell necklace, T-shirt and shorts. Her straight black hair shone in the sunlight as she flicked it over her shoulder. The slight features of her face, previously pale but now bronzed and radiant, were already serious but became even more so as Jacob approached. At the sight of Sakari and her black, glittering eyes, Jacob had once felt a childish flutter of something, like butterflies. But that had been a long time ago. He grunted in greeting. Sakari frowned in return.


‘Are you going to speak to her today?’ she asked.


‘No,’ Jacob replied, his voice deeper and huskier. ‘Where is everyone?’


‘They need a couple extra pairs of hands in the mangroves.’


Sakari picked up two wooden paddles, threw one to Jacob and jumped gracefully from the floor of the house to the sand. A dugout canoe had been left upside down to dry in the sun. The two of them grabbed an end each and carried it along the treeline. The beach curved out of sight on either side of the house. To the left was the mouth of a narrow river, its water perfectly reflecting the fierce green of the trees on the opposite bank. The river snaked from deep within Sogonara Island to the open ocean, turquoise over the shallow coral reef and then deep blue all the way to the unblemished horizon.


‘Are you sure you don’t want to—’ Sakari began.


‘No.’ Jacob was already out of breath.


They lowered the canoe onto the surface before throwing in the paddles and getting in themselves. Jacob knocked his broken toe against the swaying side and winced but, seconds later, they were paddling upriver. The morning sun blazed down from the blue sky, shimmering on the water’s rippling surface. Towering, impenetrably green walls stood on either side. Animals jabbered. Birds squawked. Insects buzzed. There was the hot, pungent smell of wet vegetation.


‘There they are.’ Sakari pointed.


In the shade of dense foliage and knee-deep in muddy water, Lulu, Aunty and Uncle were wading amongst twisting mangrove roots as tall as they were. Lulu was wearing a flowery T-shirt. Underneath black, curly hair, her sun-kissed face and bright brown eyes emanated enthusiasm, only magnified by the thick lenses of gold-framed spectacles.


‘I finally got one!’ Lulu beamed, lifting a lazily snapping crab above her head. She gently placed it in a tarpaulin bag.


‘At last.’ Aunty smiled back. Wearing a sweat-stained, grey vest, she was a muscular woman in her early thirties with long, braided hair, shell earrings and intricate tattoos spiralling her face and shoulders. Uncle’s earrings and tattoos were the same but he was shirtless and his hair was tightly curled rather than braided. They both smiled at Jacob and Sakari as they approached, teeth and gums stained red by betel nuts and lime.


‘We’re not having much luck around here. We need you to dive upriver,’ said Uncle, throwing Jacob another bag, two pairs of goggles and nets the size and shape of tennis racquets.


‘Only if we can do some proper diving later,’ Jacob replied.


‘That depends on how many you catch.’ Aunty smiled again. ‘Remember to take only big ones and throw small ones back. We must preserve the natural resource.’ She was not speaking English but Pijin. Jacob, Kira and Sakari had been able to master the new language under the tutelage of Lulu and it now came to Jacob as easily as English or Swahili.


As Jacob pushed the canoe away from the mangroves with his paddle, he noticed Lulu give Sakari a purposeful look and Sakari shake her head minutely in response. I’ve already tried twice but I’ll do it again, not that it will make any difference, Sakari seemed to be saying.


Jacob and Sakari paddled for a few more minutes until they were further upriver, where they nestled the canoe amongst the mangroves. Jacob hauled himself over the side and splashed into the water, while Sakari kept it from capsizing. The water was warm up to his waist and Jacob felt his feet and ankles sink into the soft mud of the riverbed. He pulled on his goggles and lifted a net out of the canoe, preparing to dive.


‘I really think—’ Sakari started.


‘Stop it. Just stop it, Sakari.’ Jacob was breathing heavily, face and body gleaming with sweat as well as river water. ‘I don’t want to speak to her and I’m not going to change my mind. So you and Lulu can stop trying to make me.’


Without waiting for Sakari’s reply, Jacob took a deep breath and sank beneath the surface. The water rose above his head. Below, everything was a murky green. Through his goggles, he could see the scaly, undulating bodies of mangrove fish, their round mouths gaping and adorned with dangling moustaches. But Jacob’s eyes were on the green sludge at his feet. Half buried was a black and brown shell. Jacob enjoyed the trickling in his ears as he sank lower and lower, squinting through billowing silt and tangled mangrove roots. He suddenly lunged with the net and scooped up the mud crab, already scuttling away and snapping its pincers in protest.


Jacob burst up through the surface, gulping the humid air and blinking in the blinding sunlight. Sakari was watching him, still sitting in the canoe that was rocking gently on the waves he had generated. Jacob passed her the net and she carefully placed the crab in the bag. Bobbing up and down, he watched its black and brown carapace and ten legs, tinged with red, flailing hopelessly as it disappeared inside.


Sorry, buddy, Jacob thought. Life’s just not fair, is it?


There was an aluminium boat moored to a jetty in front of the house. Once Aunty and Uncle had an adequate haul of crabs, they would sail across the Iron Bottom Sound to the larger island of Guadalcanal and the markets of Honiara. The unfortunate crustaceans would fetch twenty-five dollars each and end up boiled, torn apart and devoured across the Solomon Islands.


Life was just not fair at all.


An hour later, Jacob and Sakari paddled back downriver, tarpaulin bag full and wriggling. They had caught more than Aunty, Uncle and Lulu combined.


‘Now we go for a proper dive,’ said Jacob when he reached them. He saw Sakari and Lulu look at each other again, this time with expressions of exasperated defeat. Aunty first looked impressed and then simply shrugged and nodded.


‘Now we go for a proper dive.’









CHAPTER THREE


It was six hours after that, they had returned from Honiara and the boat was anchored a mile from Sogonara Island. Jacob stepped from the side and plunged into the open ocean. Comforting warmth enveloped him and there was an explosion of glassy bubbles. He was still in his trunks and had pulled on an old Avengers T-shirt, which he was now wearing under his buoyancy control device, or BCD, and the aluminium scuba tank, pressurised with eighty cubic feet of nitrox, attached to his back. Jacob released air from his BCD and breathed in and out steadily, masked eyes watching more bubbles billow from his regulator. The nitrox, a mixture of nitrogen and oxygen, tasted oddly like chocolate. Jacob bent his body forward, kicking his legs behind him, and the fibreglass fins fastened to his feet propelled him effortlessly downwards. The bubbles cleared and there, rising spectacularly from the flat white sand of the ocean floor, was the reef.


The colours were incredible. They were more vibrant and luminous than even the neon streets of London. Every prong, frill and tendril of the coral billowed, fluttered and breathed. The reef was alive. It simply teemed with life. A green, blue-eyed moray eel chased a shoal of orange and white clownfish. A herd of yellow seahorses bobbed up and down amongst the coral, hiding from the spotted eagle rays and silver reef sharks. Most magnificent of all was the mottled brown and green shell of a hawksbill sea turtle, white flippers waving ethereally as it soared above it all. Jacob swam alongside the turtle as if it were a magic carpet, his arms hanging by his sides. They were not required. All he needed to do was kick with his fins and he was flying. At least, that was what it felt like.


Jacob left the turtle and twisted his body to look up. The sun sparkled through the surface, where he could see the boat’s floating aluminium hull. Between the surface and the ocean floor was nothing but the bluest blue Jacob had ever seen. Great shafts of sunlight beamed down to illuminate the fluorescent coral reef below. Aunty and Uncle were floating in their own scuba gear nearby. Aunty saw Jacob looking and gave him the universal diver’s sign: her forefinger and thumb forming an O and the other three fingers pointing up. Everything OK? Jacob responded by enthusiastically giving the same sign in return.


Everything was more than OK. It was brilliant.


Diving for mud crabs was one thing but this brought Jacob a feeling of euphoria that burned like a passionate flame. He felt it every time he took that one step off the boat and lost himself in the depths of the ocean. In another world. Just for a while, every bad thought, every painful memory, every waking nightmare that had plagued him over the last twelve months was forgotten. Jacob was free. Unburdened. He had felt weightlessness before, in space. That had been hell but this … this was heaven.


It was half an hour before Aunty caught Jacob’s eye again and made a fist with her thumb pointing upwards. Time to head back to the real world.


Sitting on the beach, Sakari and Lulu watched the tiny speck of the boat recommence its return journey to Sogonara Island across the unbroken blue of the ocean. The sun was just beginning its afternoon descent and the white sand was so blisteringly hot that the two girls were nestled together in the shadows of the palms.


‘The chat didn’t go so well, I guess,’ said Lulu.


‘He just doesn’t want to hear it.’ Sakari sighed.


‘Could we try talking to her instead?’


‘We could.’ Sakari’s delicate features furrowed. ‘Although I’m not sure how close we’d get without Jacob. She’s probably got a whole load of Indiana Jones-style booby traps set up by now.’


It was Lulu’s turn to sigh. They could hear the whine of the outboard motor and just see the figures of Aunty, Uncle and Jacob as the boat grew nearer.


‘I thought if anyone could get through to him, it would be you,’ said Lulu eventually. ‘How are things with you guys, anyway?’


‘We don’t talk much.’ Sakari shrugged shyly. ‘We just go for long walks on the beach.’


‘Have you …’ Lulu looked around and then made a kissing sound with her lips.


‘No.’ Sakari’s tanned cheeks turned pink. ‘We haven’t. We hold hands a lot. We hug. We … sit and cry together sometimes.’


‘I’m not sure how long the four of us can go on like this,’ said Lulu quietly, watching Aunty secure the mooring line. The boat had reached the jetty.


Dripping wet and hobbling up the hot sand with his scuba tank in one hand, BCD in the other and red-stained smile on his face, Uncle announced they had made an excellent profit on the mud crabs in Honiara. In fact, they had made enough money to cover amenities for the next two months. That meant it was time to celebrate.


‘It’s vaganigita time!’ Lulu whooped, her demeanour brightening instantaneously and instinctively, smiling earnestly at Jacob as he limped up the beach after Aunty and Uncle.


Jacob did not smile back.









CHAPTER FOUR


The vaganigita was a Solomon Island barbecue. In an earthy clearing behind the house and encircled by trees was a motu mound, or pile of banana leaves and stones heated by a fire built on top of them. Underneath the motu mound were taro and cassava roots, yams, sweet potatoes, whole fish and even a pig Aunty had caught earlier. Jacob, Sakari and Lulu watched as Aunty carefully removed the leaves and stones to unveil the pig, its four legs splayed outwards and puddles of fat sizzling on its back. Uncle, hurrying from a smoking cookhouse separate from the house but built from the same materials, laid more palm leaves next to the mound. Onto these he placed leaf parcels of rice and slabs of cassava pudding.


Watching from a distance alongside the girls, Jacob’s eyes were fixed not on the pig but on the pudding. It was a gelatinous substance consisting of peeled and shredded cassava, milk and sugar and sprinkled with grated coconut. Gazing at the pudding’s jelly-like consistency, golden colour and white crumbs of coconut was already causing Jacob’s heart to beat faster. His body was tense, every nerve craving a taste of it. His eyes darted from Aunty and Uncle to Sakari and Lulu to see if they had noticed. They had not. He had already decided he would eat dinner as quickly as possible before smuggling as much pudding away as he could.


That always made him feel better.


Laughing and shouting broke Jacob’s trance. There were suddenly children running around the clearing. Some were scampering up and down trees while others were bending over to get a closer look at the food, rubbing their stomachs dramatically. Aunty and Uncle were telling them to keep their distance from the flames and wait their turn. The children had come from a village on the other side of Sogonara Island that happened to speak the same language. There were more than a hundred dialects across the Solomon Islands and people who spoke the same one were treated as if they were related by blood. According to Lulu, the name for these people was ‘one talks’ or wantoks. At Aunty and Uncle’s instructions, the little wantoks replied with cries of, ‘Yes, Aunty!’ and, ‘Yes, Uncle!’ taking exaggerated steps back before edging forwards again moments later. The two adults served portions of meat and vegetables onto more leaves and handed them out. They smiled at the children, who dutifully smiled back before scurrying away.


Jacob wolfed down some sweet potato and rice and, when disposing of his leaf by the motu mound, managed to discreetly pick up two pieces of cassava pudding in each hand. Doing his best not to catch Sakari or Lulu’s eyes, he limped hurriedly away from the group and towards the beach.


The palm trees were swaying black silhouettes. The darkening sky had turned an inky blue and the setting sun was a smear of orange and yellow paint on the horizon, reflected on the glistening surface of the ocean. Jacob listened to the gentle rippling of the waves and breathed in the salty yet sweet smell of the island, toes burying themselves in its warm sand. He was sitting in the same place he had been sitting that morning. In fact, it was where he sat most mornings and evenings and did what he was about to do now. Jacob stared down at the four pieces of pudding in his hands, at their warm, golden, crumbling greasiness, and lifted them to sniff their sweet coconut scent before devouring them, one after the other and in a very short span of time.


When Jacob was finished, he lay back on the sand, closing his eyes and grease and crumbs still coating his lips. He knew his body was currently breaking down the sugar, some of it by his saliva before even leaving his mouth. It was then being absorbed into his bloodstream and coursing through his veins as glucose, fuelling his body with energy. Jacob’s brain was also releasing dopamine, the chemical that created the sensation of enjoyment. Just as when he had been scuba diving, any bad thoughts faded into a happy haze.


‘Hi, Jacob!’ Lulu said brightly.


His eyes opened blearily. Lulu was sitting herself down by his side and he propped himself up on his elbows.


‘How are you doing?’ he asked.


Lulu examined him closely.


‘I was going to ask you the same question,’ she said.


‘I’m fine,’ he said a little too quickly, looking back out at the ocean. ‘Totally fine.’


‘Do you ever wonder about how Kira’s doing?’


‘So it’s your turn again now, is it?’ Jacob sighed. ‘I’m not going to speak to her, Lulu. I told Sakari that this morning.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I don’t want to.’ His sugar-heightened state of being allowed anger to flare just as easily as joy. ‘It’s easy for you, isn’t it? Always bright and sunny. We’re not all lucky enough to be so flipping cheerful all the time.’


‘You’d always be happy if you’d come from where I have and were never going back,’ said Lulu calmly.


‘What are you talking about?’ Jacob gestured at their surroundings. ‘Just look at this place. The Solomons are a paradise.’


‘I’m not talking about the Solomons,’ Lulu continued just as calmly. ‘I’m talking about my mother’s house in Malaita. I moved from there when I was ten. Aunty and Uncle raised me after that. That’s why I understand the importance of surrounding yourself with the right people, Jacob, people who lift you up instead of tearing you down. That’s why it’s important we stick together. We’re Team Transcendent!’


‘There’s no such thing as Transcendent anymore,’ said Jacob darkly.


‘Maybe there should be.’ Sakari sat down on his other side and Jacob jolted at the sight and smell of her. ‘Don’t you think about what’s going on out there in the rest of the world, Jacob?’


‘I try not to.’


‘Well, I do,’ said Sakari with a sudden firmness that still startled him after all these months. ‘We splashed down south of Papua New Guinea almost one year ago today.’


‘I remember,’ said Jacob.


‘Do you remember what happened next?’


‘We were picked up by a fishing boat and managed to island-hop our way here.’


‘Exactly. We were picked up by a fishing boat. After hours of bobbing up and down in the Pacific. We thought someone from RanaTech would be there in minutes, or at least the Australian Coast Guard. But no, a fishing boat just happened to bump into us. Otherwise, we might have been there for days. It’s almost as if the rest of the world was preoccupied with something else. Something huge. Something we don’t know about yet.’


‘What are you saying, Sakari?’ Jacob asked.


‘I’m saying we’ve been on this island for twelve months with no Internet and no access to advanced technology. We’ve had no way of knowing what’s been going on in the rest of the world and it’s as if no one else knows we’re here. I’m not sure what could be going on but one thing I’m sure about is that Magnus Nosfer’s plan didn’t end with blowing up the Garden.’


‘Don’t say his name,’ said Jacob quietly.


‘Transcendent was put together to save the world from its greatest threat,’ Sakari pressed on, black eyes hard and glittering. ‘That threat might have already reared its head and we’d never know.’


Jacob said nothing for a long moment. His cells were absorbing the last of the glucose and he could feel his energy levels sagging. Eventually, he hauled himself to his feet, wincing as he accidentally snagged his toe in the sand.


‘We tried to save the world,’ Jacob said. ‘We failed.’ He turned away and began limping back up the beach.


‘So that’s what you’re going to do?’ Sakari shouted at his retreating figure. ‘Hide away on your island, doing nothing but diving and eating pudding?’


‘I did nothing for fourteen years before Transcendent,’ Jacob said bitterly over his shoulder, ‘and everything was fine. We never should have left Uganda. If we hadn’t, my mama would still be here.’









CHAPTER FIVE


Making his way back to the clearing, Jacob saw that everyone else had finished eating. The motu mound had been decimated. Smoking stones and leaves were lying scattered, along with scraps of meat and vegetables. The pig carcass had been stripped bare. Meat was a rare delicacy and so everything from fat to warty skin was considered a great treat. Jacob could see some of the children picking wiry hairs from between their teeth. They were all sitting attentively in the shade of a ngali nut tree. Aunty and Uncle were leaning against its trunk, chewing on betel nuts and grinding them into red paste in their mouths. There was a pot of lime powder between them.


‘Time for a story, I think?’ said Uncle to Aunty, who responded with a red smile. The children cheered. Stories were as important a part of Aunty and Uncle’s vaganigitas as betel nuts and lime and if Uncle’s speciality was cooking, storytelling was Aunty’s. Books were as rare as meat suppers on the Solomon Islands but the copies of The Hobbit, The Lord of the Rings and The Lion, The Witch and The Wardrobe on Aunty’s shelf were her prized possessions.


‘Which would you like?’ Aunty asked theatrically. ‘We could hear the story of Kahausibware, the great serpent who created the world …’


There was a mix of cheers and groans at this.


‘… or Karemanua, the boy who turned into a shark and ate his brother?’


There were far more cheers at that. Aunty nodded.


‘Very well. Karemanua it is.’


Jacob sat down heavily on a rock some distance away. He was breathing furiously through his nose, his nostrils making a slight whistle with each breath. He did his best to calm himself down and listen to the story. It was one he had not heard before.


‘There were once two brothers. Kakafu and Karemanua lived near what is now the village of Nafinuatogo on Santa Ana in the eastern Solomon Islands. Kakafu was a kind boy with a warm heart and was well liked by everybody. Karemanua, on the other hand, was cruel and enjoyed causing pain in others. One day, the two brothers were working in their garden. They became thirsty so took a bamboo water container and went to fetch water at Wai Mafuuru, where there was a running stream and pool. On the way, Karemanua plucked cordyline leaves and put them in his hair, as many of us still do when walking in the forest.’


Some of the children nodded at each other in earnest agreement before turning back to Aunty, chins in their hands and eyes and mouth wide open, hooked on every word.


‘When they reached the pool, Kakafu and Karemanua decided to swim as it was a very hot day. While they were swimming, Kakafu pretended to be a shark and chased his brother, playing like the sweet child he was. However, Karemanua mocked him cruelly, saying, “That’s not how a shark behaves. Look. I’ll show you.” Karemanua then turned into a real shark, swam after Kakafu and bit him in two!’


There was a flurry of gasps round the clearing. Some of the children held their hands to their ears, some to their eyes. One boy covered his mouth as if he were about to be sick.


‘Panicking at what he had just done, Karemanua turned back into a boy and tried desperately to put the two halves of Kakafu back together again. But it was no good. Kakafu was dead and Karemanua could not bring him back. The brothers’ parents, who had also grown thirsty, arrived at the pool. When they laid eyes on Karemanua, with Kakafu’s bones crunched between his teeth and blood dribbling down his chin, they were horrified. They chased their murderous son, throwing stones, but the evil boy thrashed downstream to the open ocean. He had now fully transformed into a shark, with nothing but cordyline leaves streaming from his dorsal fin as any sign of the boy he had once been.’


‘W-What happened to him, Aunty?’ a little girl stammered.


‘Nobody knows.’ Aunty shrugged cryptically. ‘Some say Karemanua would return to Santa Ana to steal food from his grieving parents’ dwelling. Others that the villagers tried one day to catch him but Karemanua’s skin was so slippery from sea growth that they could not hold him in their hands. You might even have heard that, one night, a little boy was taken and found, washed up on the beach the next morning, torn apart and devoured, the sand red with his blood. What everyone agrees upon is that the shark-like spirit of Karemanua still haunts these waters, always waiting, always ravenous and always eager to attack unwary canoes and fishermen.’


Aunty turned her head and nonchalantly spat a thick globule of red betel juice into a pot with a satisfying ping. She turned back to her audience to be greeted by a sea of ashen, horrified faces.


‘I think that story might have been a bit much, Henrietta.’ Uncle smiled.


‘Stories give us strength and hope if we choose to have faith in them.’ Aunty shrugged again. ‘They are fantasies that teach us about reality. They tell us who we really are.’


‘But did this one need the scary shark ghost?’ a gobsmacked little boy managed to squeak. ‘I’m never going swimming again!’


‘We all know the shark is both guardian and predator, guiding souls to the spirit world,’ Aunty said sternly. ‘There are others, not just Karemanua, who have been said to become like a shark in their last moments. Great people, not all of them like him. His hatred was that of a bloodthirsty monster and that is what he became. Karemanua’s story tells us that who we really are survives after death, enduring through the impact we have on the others around us. Our stories never end. We all live on long past the last full stop. We all go beyond. We are all … transcendent.’


Jacob was almost certain he saw Aunty’s eyes meet his own for the single second it took to say that final word, and then she was smiling at the children again. He looked away, watching the golden shafts of evening sunlight stream through the palm leaves. Jacob may not have been certain about the eye contact but he was sure it had not been an accident that Aunty had chosen a story about quarrelling siblings. Although, Jacob and Kira were just … not speaking. He had not bitten her in half or anything.


Everyone knew Aunty and Uncle’s real names were Henrietta and Jonathan but they were known universally as Aunty and Uncle, even by their wantoks. As far as Jacob knew, Lulu was their only blood relative on Sogonara Island, Lulu’s mother being Aunty’s older sister, but they had a remarkable way of making everyone feel as if they were family. Jacob thought about the cheerful, unquestioning manner in which the couple had fed and sheltered Lulu and her friends after they had arrived on their doorstep a year ago, even after Kira had departed after only a few weeks. Aunty and Uncle had known there was something going on with the four teenagers, some pain, some unspoken loss. And, in all that time, they had felt it prudent not to involve themselves. Jacob, for one, had been grateful for that. They had just lived and dived and smiled and that had been all that he had needed. But Aunty and Uncle had always known. And now they had clearly decided enough was enough, and had made their point with nothing but a word and a glance.
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