
[image: Cover: How to Free a Jinn, by Raidah Shah Idil.]




[image: How to Free a Jinn, by Raidah Shah Idil. Salaam Reads. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]






To the cycle-breakers, especially Mak






CHAPTER 1 [image: ]


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She worked so hard to piece together a life in Sydney that I could predict. Accommodations at school, a weekly routine I could count on, and my favorite safe foods every day, especially when I had a tricky time at school. Now, everything we own is packed in color-coded boxes, deep in the cargo underbelly of this plane.

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

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

“Neither do I!” Great. I’m like a grandmother.

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

Moving to Malaysia was not The Plan. Starting school in Malaysia was definitely not The Plan. The Plan was to just stay in Sydney with Mama. Sydney is home. Malaysia is only for summer visits—not to live permanently!

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

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

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

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

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

I give her a nervous laugh. “You know how much I hate surprises. And planes.”

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

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

I lean closer, intrigued. “Mama, now you have to tell me, even if it’s… alarming.”

Mama rubs her temples. “Malaysia is… different. Mental illness is taboo, for starters. Anxiety, depression… we have the whole spectrum in our family history. It’s okay to be just as you are, okay? Anxiety and all.”

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

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

I raise my eyebrow. “Mama, of course I know there are jungles there. We’ve been visiting forever. But jungle spirits? You mean jinn?” Nenek loved scaring me with jinn stories when Mama wasn’t around to stop her, like when she was baking or doing her freelance graphic design work. I would squeal in fear but kept asking for more.

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

I frown. I’ve never felt anything supernatural in any of my visits to Malaysia. Mama’s never talked about jungle spirits to me.

“Uh. If you say so, Mama. I know you hate Nenek talking to me about this.” I chuckle at the memory of Nenek, warmth spreading through me. “Remember when Nenek told me about the college students who went camping deep in the jungle and didn’t ask for permission from the jinn guardians?”

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

“What bad memories?”

She shakes her head, her eyes clouding over. “That’s not important, Syirah. Just stay away from the jungle.” She turns back to her romance novel, ending the conversation. And here I thought all I had to worry about was flight anxiety. Now I’ve got to worry about jungles. I try to drown out both worries with my well-worn copy of The Girl and the Ghost. I learned a long time ago from my Islamic studies teacher, Ustadha Noura, that jinn exist, but I’ve never had to worry about them affecting me. Come to think of it, she did mention that certain places, like the jungles of Southeast Asia, were densely populated by jinn before humans came along. Kingdom of the jinn was the precise term she used. Gulp.

“Have you ever encountered any jinn, Mama?”

Mama closes her eyes. “Nothing good comes from talking about jinn, Syirah.”

Frowning, I turn back to my book. Well, if Mama won’t tell me, I make a mental note to ask Nenek about this.

Eight hours later, the plane lands safely. Thank God. I smile weakly at the elegant flight attendants and adjust my rumpled scarf.

When I was little, flights with Mama to Malaysia were exciting. I used to wave at the flight attendants. I used to call them “airplane aunties.” But then I became old enough to realize that sometimes planes crashed. Then flying got scarier and scarier. But our yearly trips back to Kuala Lumpur to visit my grandparents are worth the anxiety, so that’s why I get on the plane every time. Except this time, everything is different—our visit is permanent, and instead of two smiling grandparents to greet me, there’s only one. Sadness tugs at me. The last time we came to KL was for my datuk’s funeral last year. Malaysia without my grandfather feels… wrong. But my grandmother living all alone in Malaysia feels even worse, so here we are.

When we get off the plane at Kuala Lumpur International Airport, the full force of the Malaysian heat and humidity swallows me whole. Sweat beads on my brow and the back of my neck. Sydney is three hours ahead of Kuala Lumpur, so our Sydney morning flight means we’ve arrived in the blazing heat of the Malaysian afternoon. Time to get used to the heat.

“I can’t believe we’re actually here for good,” I mutter under my breath.

No response from Mama. Normally, my muttering drives her up the wall. “You have a voice! Own it!” she would tell me. But right now, she can’t even hear me. Mama is in Tunnel Vision Mode.

After we get through immigration, we see a familiar uncle with a white shirt, black slacks, and glasses standing at the arrival section with a big sign that says DATIN ZAHRA’S FAMILY. I recognize him—Pak Bakar, Nenek’s driver. He beams and waves at us. Right beside him, in all her scowling glory, is Nenek. She is immaculately dressed in her green satin scarf and matching green-and-white floral silk baju kurung. Nenek has the most elegant knee-length, long-sleeved embroidered top and matching skirt. Mine are always much simpler, and always cotton.

I run up to her, kiss her hand, then give her a tight hug. She groans stiffly, trying to swat me like I’m a pesky mosquito, and not her only grandchild. “Nenek, it’s so good to see you!” I grin, hugging her tighter, inhaling the menthol Tiger Balm and jasmine perfume. I tower above her now and am maxing out my height advantage.

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

“I knew you’d come back home, Sara.”

Mama moans at the smug triumph in Nenek’s voice. Here we go again. To Mama’s credit, she doesn’t snap back. Instead, she turns to Pak Bakar and says with a very tight smile, “Thank you for helping us with our luggage.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Your car is so fancy, Nenek.”

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

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

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

“I like bicycles. They’re good for the environment, and I get to exercise, too.” Then I grin. “But fancy cars are great too!”

“Happy now, Ibu?”

“It’s good my granddaughter has good taste in luxury cars—”

I slip on my noise-canceling headphones, blocking out the rest of their sentences.

Ah. Peace at last. I stare out the window as Pak Bakar drives. The palm oil plantations and gigantic signboards near Kuala Lumpur International Airport are soon replaced by high-rise buildings and enormous malls. This looks nothing like my neighborhood. Auburn had more spread-out houses with huge yards and much smaller apartment buildings.

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

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

Blood.

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

“Mama—did you see that?” I gasp, recoiling from the car window, instantly regretting winding it down to begin with.

Mama frowns at the fear in my voice. “See what?”

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

“Um. Nothing.” My heart pounds in my throat.

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

“I—I think I did.”

Nenek’s response is swift. “Don’t look so hard next time. And don’t be afraid.”






CHAPTER 2 [image: ]


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

“Welcome home, Syirah,” Nenek says.

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

I can’t believe it’s been a year since the last time I was here—since Datuk’s funeral. It feels like yesterday. A lump forms in my throat when I think of my grandfather and the way he loved sharing his chocolate chip cookies with me. And how he’s not here to do that.

“Your bedroom is right where you left it,” Nenek continues. “Pak Bakar will bring your bags in. Get some rest. Dinner is served at eight sharp. Aunty Maysa will be helping with the chores and cooking—but don’t start getting lazy!”

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

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

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

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

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

The first thing I do when I sink onto my bed is whip out my iPhone. I pull off the bedspread and enjoy the blissfully cool light cream cotton sheets against my skin. I send Maklong, my one and only aunty, a message. Mama’s older sister is a very fit life coach and runs live-your-best-life retreats in different parts of the world, so homebodies like Mama and me live vicariously through her photos. She’s based in Kuala Lumpur when she’s not jet-setting around the world. But she can’t live with Nenek—they fight too much.



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







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







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







Maklong: Of course she is. Thank you, Syirah. I promise KL will grow on you.







Me: If you say so, Maklong. I’ll plan a reunion!





If I don’t plan one before she does, Maklong will probably try to drag me out for an early morning jungle hike. Hard pass.



After a light dinner of mee hoon—delicious fried rice noodles—I head back upstairs.

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



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

“Be careful, Insyirah,” the boy whispers. “Something is coming to hunt you.”






CHAPTER 3 [image: ]


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nenek inspects the meal I prepared for her and gives me a grudging smile. She clears her throat and says, “Thank you for preparing my breakfast.”

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

“I’ve already emailed your principal and had a Zoom call with her,” Mama says while we walk to Nenek’s blue car. “She’s already informed all your teachers about your accommodations. They’re an inclusive school.”

I nod, taking it all in. That means me sitting up at the front near the teacher, permission to use my noise-canceling headphones, and access to the break room anytime I need it. How long before everyone finds out I’m not just the new girl, but I’m the new anxious girl?

“Thanks, Mama.” We buckle ourselves into Nenek’s car.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Want me to come in and walk you to your classroom?”

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

“You’re growing up too fast,” she murmurs, then pulls me into a side hug. “Tell me everything at pickup.”

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

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

All I need to do is keep my head down and concentrate on getting through this day.

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

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

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

“Hi. Are you okay?”

I give her a small smile and nod.

“I’m Kai Xin.” She smiles. “You’re new, right?”

“Hi,” I say cautiously. “I’m Insyirah, and yeah, I’m new.”

She gestures to the door with her hand. “Are you hungry?”

“Starving!”

“Cool. Let’s grab some lunch. I’ll show you where the cafeteria is.”

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

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

“Auburn Public School,” I reply.

She looks up at me in confusion. “Never heard of it.”

I laugh. “It’s in Sydney, Australia.”

“You’re here from Australia! Wah, I love your accent lah. So Aussie. G’day mate!”

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

“So? How are you finding life in Kuala Lumpur?”

I grimace. “Hot. Humid. Hot.”

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

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

“Whoa.”

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

“Welcome to the BIS Cafeteria experience!” Kai Xin announces. “At BIS, we have Malaysian international cuisine to suit every plate and palate.”

I chuckle as we join the line to get our food. “Okay, so the lining-up-for-food part is not so fun,” Kai Xin says, her voice dropping to a whisper. “But you have to try the fried rice and fried chicken.” She pauses. “Unless you’re more a noodle soup fan?”

I almost melt from joy. “I am one hundred percent a noodle soup fan.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why, Nenek?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh no,” I whispered.

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

Mama burst into my bedroom at that exact moment.

Nenek and I both screamed in fright.

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

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

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

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

I nearly choke on my soup. “What? Do you know what happened?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I stare at them. “Really? Why?”

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

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

“Mamak?” I repeat.

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

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

My heart swells. Outcasts. My people.
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