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Praise for Kiki Kallira Breaks a Kingdom

‘A fast-paced, vivid and exciting adventure story with real heart, I couldn’t stop reading!’
Robin Stevens, author of the Murder Most Unladylike series

‘I loved every minute of this magical adventure about imagination, art, beauty, and the power of fighting our own monsters.’
Stephanie Burgis, author of The Dragon with a Chocolate Heart

‘Mandanna’s funny, fast-paced fantasy weaves elements from ancient Indian epics into an action packed modern plot featuring a smart, strong female protagonist in a story that is sure to appeal to middle grade readers.’
Padma Venkatraman, award-winning author of The Bridge Home

‘Sangu Mandanna brings the reader to magical Mysore, India through the eyes of young Kiki, a relatable character trying to save both herself and the fantasy world she finds herself in. Mandanna weaves the healing power of art and imagination into this unique and fascinating adventure!’
Veera Hiranandani, author of the Newbery Honor Book, The Night Diary

‘From beginning to end, Kiki Kallira Breaks a Kingdom is wonderfully layered with magic, from the Indian mythology-inspired world of Mysore to the joyful discovery of power and strength in unexpected places. Give this book to kid readers who adore portal fantasies and mythology, to kids struggling with fears and anxiety, and to all kids in between – I know they’ll love it as much as I did!’
Elsie Chapman, author of Caster and All the Ways Home

‘A fantastical adventure in a wondrous world. Young readers will be empowered by Kiki’s resilience and determination to overcome her anxieties.’
Tamara Moss, award-winning author of Lintang and the Pirate Queen
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ASHWINI: Ashwini was the leader of a group of rebel kids (the Crows).
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ASURA: A huge, monstrous demon from Hindu folklore.


[image: Cartoon Picture]



CHAMUNDESHWARI: An incredibly powerful goddess from Hindu folklore. She once rode into battle on the back of her great lion and defeated Mahishasura in a long, bitter fight.

JOJO: A member of the group of rebel kids (the Crows). Jojo is a tailor and the Crows’ archer.
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KRITIKA ‘KIKI’ KALLIRA: A creator and worrier. Armed with her pencil, Kiki is pulled into the mystical world she has drawn.
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LEJ: A member of the group of rebel kids (the Crows). Lej finds whatever the Crows need, whatever it takes.
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MAHISHASURA: A buffalo demon and the king of Asuras. He terrorised Kiki’s kingdom.
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NATASHA KALLIRA: An artist and Kiki’s mother.

PIP: Pip was a member of the group of rebel kids (the Crows). He is now a real crow. Pip is the very first of Kiki’s creations.
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SAMARA: A member of the group of rebel kids (the Crows). Samara loves books and does research for the Crows.

SIMHA: Chamundeshwari’s enormous, talking lion. He is a fighter and a fusser and drinks tea out of a ludicrously tiny cup. Simha means ‘lion’ in Kannada – a language spoken in several regions of South West India.
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SUKI: A member of the group of rebel kids (the Crows). Suki is the Crows’ apothecary.

SURA: A powerful stag Asura who has cursed Kiki’s kingdom.

THE GOOD WITCH: A powerful witch. Kiki and her friends rescued her from Mahishasura’s prison.
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‘Kiki, why is there a crow on my kitchen table?’

I glared at the crow in question, but he just shrugged his wings unrepentantly.

It was a little unfair that my mother saw a crow in our kitchen and immediately assumed it had something to do with me. On the other hand, she wasn’t exactly wrong, so my indignation was probably misplaced.

Both Mum and the crow were staring expectantly at me, but my mind was a little busy Overthinking.

When that happens, my thoughts go something like this: if I tell Mum the truth she might not believe me or she’ll think I’m hallucinating, but if I lie to her I’ll be stuck lying to her for ever and I don’t want to do that, but if I tell her the truth she might not believe me or she’ll think—

‘Kiki,’ Mum said in a voice that would have made demon kings quake. We could have really used her when Mahishasura, the demon king, was terrorising my imaginary kingdom a few months ago.

‘He’s my friend,’ I blurted out.

Mum blinked. ‘The crow? Are you telling me you found him, fed him, and now he hangs around all the time hoping for more? If that’s the case, Kiki, I really don’t see why he has to be indoors. What if he’s covered in fleas? Do birds get fleas?’

‘Oh, we don’t have to worry about that,’ I said at once, before I could stop myself. ‘He’s magical. He doesn’t get parasites or diseases or anything.’

Mum stared at me in stunned silence. I winced. Across the kitchen, the crow smacked a wing over his eyes.

‘Magical,’ said Mum. She looked uncertain, like she wasn’t sure whether to play along as she used to when I was six or call my doctor and ask if the medication she’d prescribed had any peculiar side effects we should know about.

It had been a long day. I’d had school and Mum had been working, and then we’d had to go straight to the doctor for my monthly ‘How are things going?’ appointment, then to the supermarket, then to the food bank to drop off what we’d bought, and then, finally, back home. So we were both tired, and Pip could really have chosen his timing better, but it was too late to just breeze past it now.

It was time to tell Mum everything.

‘OK,’ I said, collapsing into one of the chairs at the table. I pointed at the crow. ‘This is Pip.’

‘Isn’t that what you named your imaginary friend when you were little?’ Mum asked, eyeing Pip like she wasn’t entirely comfortable with me sitting so close to him.

I nodded. ‘This is him.’

‘You mean you’ve named the crow Pip, too?’

‘No, I mean this is that Pip. My Pip.’

Mum stared at me. I stared back. She sighed. ‘Kiki, I would really prefer not to adopt a crow as a pet, but I’m willing to consider it if you’re really attached to him. You don’t have to make things up.’

‘But I’m not,’ I said, wondering if it was going to be possible to convince her. ‘Mum, I promise. I’m not making this up, and it’s not the mela-thingy that Dr Muzembe gave me to help me sleep, either.’

‘Melatonin,’ she corrected me automatically.

I looked at Pip. His black crow eyes twinkled at me, full of mischief. ‘You could at least wave or something,’ I said to him, exasperated. ‘You’re the one who came out here instead of hiding in my room like we agreed. The least you can do is help me prove you’re not a normal crow!’

With an obliging ruffle of his feathers, Pip raised one wing and waved at Mum.

Mum blinked. ‘Did he just—’

Perking up, because this was maybe my best way to make Mum believe the impossible, I said, ‘Pip, hop from one foot to the other.’

Pip hopped from one foot to the other. Mum’s eyes widened.

‘Do that thing you did on my birthday last month.’

Pip opened his beak and, puffing his chest out, started to make the most horrible cawing noises. Somewhere in the cacophony, though, was the unmistakable tune of the ‘Happy Birthday’ song.

By this point, Mum’s eyes were practically popping right out of her head. She stared at Pip for a full minute before turning back to me. ‘OK,’ she said in the voice of someone who has just been clonked on the head. ‘Explain.’

‘You have to promise to stay calm.’

‘I think that’s a bit much to ask, don’t you?’

‘Fair enough.’ I bit my lip. Pip hopped on to my shoulder. ‘So the thing is …’

Back in October, the morning after I came out of my sketchbook world and back into the real world, I’d told Mum the truth about my worrying. I had told her how bad it had got, how I couldn’t sleep because my brain was so noisy, how ugly and frightening and persistent some of my thoughts were – all of it. When I was done, I’d asked for help, and Mum had given it to me. She’d taken me to our doctor, who had put me on a waiting list for children’s mental health services. While we waited, Dr Muzembe had prescribed me melatonin to help me sleep and had suggested a few techniques I could try when things got bad.

Since then, the anxiousness and obsessive thoughts hadn’t gone away, and I had been told repeatedly that they probably never would, but I felt like they were easier to cope with. Weirdly enough, just being able to talk about how I was feeling, without feeling ashamed or guilty like I used to, had made me feel a whole lot better. The melatonin helped me sleep at night. And Mum was always there for me.

But I’d never told her about the sketchbook, my made-up kingdom, or Mahishasura. It had been awful keeping such an exciting secret to myself, but what else could I have done? Sprung it on her over dinner one evening? Mother, I created a magical kingdom in my sketchbook, and a demon king from Indian folklore brought it to life, so then I had to travel into my sketchbook kingdom to stop him and save everyone, which I did by using my really cool pencil magic and trapping the demon king in a collapsing palace. This pasta is really yummy, by the way.

Yeah, I wouldn’t have believed me, either.

But now that Pip had taken matters into his own wings, and had also given me the closest thing to proof I could offer, I could tell her.

So I did.

By the time I was done, Mum had the oddest look on her face. She had looked bemused, appalled and entertained at different points of my tale, almost like she’d let herself get swept up in what sounded like an awfully fun story, but this expression was something else. I couldn’t find a name for it.

‘Mum?’ I prompted, when she didn’t say anything. ‘Are you OK?’

A tiny smile lifted the corners of her mouth. ‘It’s a funny thing. You know I illustrate and animate other people’s stories for work, but there was a time when I used to make up the stories, too. Around the time you were born, I had a sketchbook with my own made-up world.’

‘Really?’

‘It wasn’t much like yours, by the sounds of it,’ she said. ‘Your dad loved it. I think that’s why I stopped after he, well, you know. After.’ After he died, she meant. Clearing her throat, Mum went on, in a different tone of voice. ‘And of course, my world wasn’t real.’

I grimaced. ‘You don’t believe me.’

‘It’s not that I don’t believe you,’ she said. ‘I mean, considering that –’ she gestured somewhat helplessly to Pip – ‘it’s hard not to believe you. But it’s also hard to accept that everything you just told me could have actually happened. You’re asking me to believe that while I was asleep in my bed, you, my only child and the most important thing in the world to me, were in an entirely different universe, in grave danger, and I might never have seen you again.’

I felt my cheeks heat with guilt. Mum had already lost my dad, and now I was telling her that she’d come really close to losing me, too. Maybe this was why the kids in stories never told their parents what they were up to (assuming they had parents, or parents they actually liked, which was by no means a given). As someone who was a little too familiar with what it felt like to worry about the people I loved, I felt terrible for making my mother worry about me.

‘But it’s over now,’ I said. ‘I’m safe. And the gateway between the two worlds is sealed, so I can never go back.’

‘You don’t sound happy about that,’ she said shrewdly.

I shrugged.

Mum looked at Pip, who had his beak in an open bag of doughnuts on the counter, and then back at me. ‘And you’re saying all this really happened?’

I could tell she still didn’t totally believe me. To be fair, it was a lot to ask of someone.

‘You can look through my sketchbook if you like?’ I offered.

‘I’d love to,’ she said. She kept blinking, like she was quite sure she was going to wake up from a dream at any moment. Considering I’d fainted – actually, literally fainted – when I first arrived in my made-up universe, I thought she was handling it pretty well. ‘Why don’t I put a pizza in the oven while you fetch it?’

Once dinner was ready, we sat back down at the table and she leafed through my sunshine-yellow sketchbook, forgetting entirely about her half of the pizza. She didn’t even notice that Pip kept edging closer and closer to it.

‘These are beautiful, Kiki,’ Mum said, gently running her fingers over one of my early sketches of Ashwini. ‘There are some things I can teach you, to improve your technique with poses and shading, but no one can teach heart. And your art has so much heart.’

I blushed, my mouth too full of pizza to reply. Mum fell silent again as she reached the last fifth or so of the sketchbook, where my actual art stopped and the final pages became a recreation of my time in the other world. Here, the drawings looked like an animated movie, the colours vivid and almost unreal, the pages almost breathing. Her eyes grew wide, like she could feel the magic that still lingered in the book.

‘I think I’m going to need to sleep on this,’ she said at last. ‘This is a lot.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘We can talk about this whenever you want.’

But before she handed back the sketchbook, she said, her eyes searching mine, ‘This is what got you through all those months, isn’t it? Before I realised how bad things were?’

I hated that she blamed herself for not seeing how hideous I’d been feeling. How could she have seen it when I had made a choice to hide it? But I knew better than to argue with her. (‘I’m your mother,’ she’d said the last time I’d tried. ‘I should have seen it.’)

So I just nodded. ‘That sketchbook saved me.’

‘OK,’ she said, and kissed me on the top of my head.

I helped her with the dishes, took my melatonin and went to bed. And slept.

It was so nice to be able to sleep!

The next morning, Pip was in a weird mood. As I got dressed for school, I noticed him pecking repeatedly at my sketchbook. The sketchbook, as opposed to the new unmagical sketchbook I’d been doodling in for the past couple of months.

‘What are you doing?’ I demanded. ‘Do you want me to open it?’

He gave a caw that sounded like yes.

I huffed and opened the sketchbook, flipping through it until Pip nipped at my hand to stop me. I flicked him irritably on the beak as I withdrew my hand. He’d made me stop at a fully inked, coloured drawing of Lej, who was scowling at something or other. Probably me. It was one of the pages from the ‘when Kiki was in Mysore’ section of the book.

Pip put one foot over the page to make sure it stayed open and fluffed his wings in satisfaction.

‘That’s what you wanted?’ I asked. ‘You wanted to look at Lej, of all people?’

But as soon as I said it, I knew it was a silly thing to say. Lej and I hadn’t exactly been the best of friends, but Pip had grown up with him and had loved him. Maybe he just wanted to see his face again. He’d chosen to leave the Kiki universe at the same time I did so that he could stay with me, and I knew he missed his family.

‘OK,’ I said more gently, picking up my satchel. ‘I’ll leave it open for you.’

But when I got back from school that afternoon, Pip wasn’t the only crow in my bedroom.

Lej was there, too.
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