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1

The Fakir of Mega Mela

Oop stared at everything with his mouth open. The Mega Mela was finally here, and it was awesome! There were tightrope walkers in red and gold doing flips in the air, giant wheels blinking with lights, fluorescent candyfloss being spun out frantically, firecrackers going off in furious cacophonies… Oop’s heart beat hard at the excitement of it all, but he was looking in particular for… There they were! The folk musicians were tuning up. He almost skipped with glee in anticipation of the sound of their glorious instruments.

‘Here!’ Lila squealed, dragging him away from the musicians.

Oop sighed desperately. He hadn’t counted on having to babysit his annoying younger sister. Papa had been busy and Mama always took Lila’s side, so it was either go to the fair with Lila or not go at all. Mama was shopping opposite the mela grounds, and had told them to meet her at the entrance in forty-five minutes. They had so little time already, and Lila was wasting it!

She pulled him to a shabby tent hidden behind two stalls, where a ragged-looking man sat on a box, meticulously counting the flies flocking around him. The sign next to him said ‘Fakeir: fourtunes, feyvours, funtasms’. Lila stuck her free pink palm out at the fakir and demanded, ‘When will I be a princess?’

‘Oh my,’ the fakir purred, peering at her hand. ‘Soon, my lady, soon!’

Oop rolled his eyes.

‘And you, young sir,’ the fakir added, ‘I see mighty, heroic deeds in your future! If you would but step into this humble hut…’

Before Oop could react, Lila had let his hand go and charged into the tent. The fakir gave the boy an oily smile. Oop sighed and followed his sister in. Two minutes, he decided firmly, and then the folk musicians.

Immediately inside the entrance was a clutter of dusty boxes stacked way over their heads. Through it ran a narrow trail that opened into a clear area in the middle, where a table huddled between three rickety chairs, and an infinite variety of objects had been shoved back against the walls. Lila was already sitting in one of the chairs, rearranging the folds of her frilly pink frock.

Oop looked up wonderingly. The tent hadn’t seemed this tall from the outside. A round light bulb hung from a dirty red wire wrapped around the tent pole, flashing off the only clean thing in sight: a long trestle table at the side of the tent covered in shiny snow globes.

‘My lady,’ the fakir called, descending on the chair opposite Lila in a flurry of maroon robes. But…hadn’t he been wearing a brown kurta-pyjama outside? Oop looked the man over, not fully recognizing him. The scruffy man who had greeted them outside had seemed short and dishevelled, but Oop now realized the fakir was remarkably tall and not shabby at all, his slick goatee curling and pointing dangerously. Oop didn’t remember noticing the goatee before.

Lila wiggled her small brown hand at the fakir. As the man reached out for it, Oop glimpsed the little fingernail on the fakir’s left hand, five centimetres long and painted poisonous black. An uncontrollable spike of panic at the thought of that inky talon touching his sister’s skin made Oop cry out, ‘Wait!’

The fakir and Lila froze, their fingers mere millimetres from each other. ‘What for?’ the fakir asked, his words and black eyes pointy as knives.

Oop had no idea what to say. Fortunately, he didn’t need to have an idea, because a mobile phone suddenly blared. The fakir leapt to his feet and pulled his phone out of his pocket with irritation. When he saw who was calling, he urgently waved at the room and said, ‘Please, take a look at my wares…’ He picked up the call and whispered, ‘Hello, Auntie? I’m at work, Auntie! No, I don’t want dal. Yes, I know it’s good for me. Uff, okay, okay, make dal…’ He saw Oop staring, so he slunk away to a corner, mumbling soothing noises into the phone.

‘What’s your problem?’ Lila asked Oop.

Oop pulled her off the chair. ‘I don’t like him.’

‘But he’s going to tell me when I’ll be a princess!’

‘I can tell you when: never!’ Oop said. ‘Now come on, we’re wasting our time.’

Oop dragged her away while the fakir was busy. First to the table with the snow globes, however – a small detour just to get a quick peek at them. After all, the fakir had given them permission, and they were so shiny!

There were about a dozen of them, each a different size, and only one of them actually had snow inside. The other globes had miniature castles or landscapes; one even had a spaceship. Weirdly cool, Oop thought. And there was one with a pirate ship! He couldn’t resist picking it up. Pirates were his favourite. The ship even had miniature pirates engaged in battle on its decks. He could almost feel the salty sea wind on his face…

‘Want one?’ Lila said, holding out a piece of candy that was jarringly striped red and blue.

Oop took it absent-mindedly. It was time to make their getaway. He scanned the tent from left to right – and immediately felt something was wrong. All he could see now was furniture and boxes and junk in a perfect tight circle. He looked again carefully, frowning.

The passage they had come in through had disappeared.

Oop began to sweat. There was definitely something weird going on. A quick look told him the fakir was winding up his phone call. They needed to escape. Now.

When he looked back at Lila, she was peering into a white cloth bag with a big ‘99’ written on it in red ink. ‘What’s that?’ Oop popped the candy into his mouth as he spoke and blinked. It had a crunchy shell and a lovely gooey jelly in the middle, and it was nothing short of the best, most fantastic candy he’d ever had in his entire life. He couldn’t quite figure out the flavour, though… Strawberry? Blueberry? Some berry?

‘Candy,’ Lila replied innocently, rudely interrupting his moment of rapture as she pulled out a purple one. ‘It was there,’ she explained, pointing at the table with the globes.

‘It’s his candy?’ Oop asked.

Lila shrugged and tossed the purple candy into her mouth. Her eyes went wide, and her lips puckered with delight. ‘Ooh, that’s good!’

He had to agree, but they had more urgent matters to think about – like how to get out of this strange place before the fakir came back.

‘What’s that?’ Lila asked, squinting into the snow globe he was holding.

‘Pirates,’ he said wistfully, setting it back on the table. How awesome it would be to live a pirate’s life, riding the seas, climbing the mast, fighting other pirates and sea creatures. How deeply, intensely he wanted to be a pirate… It came up like a bubble in his brain, a feeling that could not be denied, pressing into his head until he had to blurt out, ‘I wish I could be a pirate like the ones in this globe.’
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Oop blinked, feeling a bit odd, and glanced at Lila, who had the strangest expression on her face, so focussed was she on some inner process. ‘I wish I could come with you,’ she exclaimed in a rush.

They stared at each other for a long second…and then the world started to change.

Everything was getting strange and misty, white and foggy. The walls of the tent split and yawned open in swirls of white, the bric-a-brac of furniture became distorted into frightening ivory shapes, and the ground seemed to drop away below. Even Lila’s face was spreading out like spilled white ink…until she grabbed his hand. With a jolt her face became normal again, her expression one of terror.

But everything around them was still transforming.

‘Stop! Thieves!’

They both looked at the fakir, who was also twisting and disappearing, his limbs and absurd goatee spinning into fantastic creamy curlicues, as he sprang over the table with a terrific leap. ‘My wish candy!’ he shrieked, his clawed hands grabbing at the children…

…and coming away with only a handful of glittering particles that quickly faded away.

The two kids had disappeared, with the fakir’s bag of candy.

The man bellowed, a horrid bestial sound that lifted dust in clouds everywhere and shook the walls of the tent. He raised himself upright, then more and more upright, growing taller, huger, until his head brushed the roof of the tent, growing so big that he almost missed the globe on the floor where the children had been standing. He bent over, tar-black smoke coming out of his nostrils, and picked up the globe carefully, a tiny glass pebble between his thick claw-like fingernails. The animal rumble of discontent deep in his chest changed to one of cunning satisfaction as he peered into the globe.

The globe with the pirate ship.
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Raid on Fort Mayhem

Seven islands lay still in the black of night, topped by seven mighty forts looming over the troubled waters of Bombazine Bay. A thin, cold rain had been pouring for days, muddying the Scarabean Sea and tricking the eye. Seven empires had built a new fort each in addition to the old ones they’d inherited, the last of which stood tallest and mightiest amidst the others: Fort Mayhem, bastion of the Brutish Empire, which ruled the rich Indric kingdoms today.

A few boats sculled about in the darkness, local fishermen and natives compelled into the rain. The Brutish sentries who were out hardly kept track of such mundane activity, dreaming of home, thousands of leagues away, across three oceans, the Brutish Isles. With the rain keeping them drowsy and miserable, it was little surprise that no one noticed four of these boats converging from different directions onto the island of Mayhem.

The four boats pulled up on the beach and three dark shapes leapt out of each, silent and shadowy, and ran stealthily up the sand. Fort Mayhem stood proudly above them as they approached a small wooden door hidden away in the rocks. With a quick hand they removed their cloaks at the same time, revealing…

Pirates!

Tall or short, stout or thin, each one was sharp and weathered by the sea, their eyes piercing and mouths grimacing. Ten men and two women they were, with cutlasses and knives and pistols at their belts, all in loose trousers and shirts and jackets, their hair tied back in rough brown bandanas.

‘Now, me wallublocks,’ rumbled the foremost of them as he faced the door with a scarred hand gripping the handle of his cutlass. He pulled his bandana free, threw it aside and straightened his huge body. A beard of monumental proportions, a gigantic bristling bush as fearsome as the man himself, sprang out ahead of him: one metre long, half a metre thick and black as charcoal. ‘Now we see the price of loyalty…’ he whispered, but the words echoed deeply in the ears of his companions.

They all locked hands on their chosen weapons and waited. The pirate captain reached out and rapped his knuckles sharply on the door three times.

The rain fell about them, a slight hiss, but not one of them moved.

And then they heard the lock slam back and the hinges squeal. The door leapt open. A small brown man, evidently from the north of the Indric kingdoms, a servant of the Brutish masters, stood trembling in the doorway. ‘Captain Angry?’ he murmured, awed and terrified.

The captain nodded and reached out a hand to hold his countryman’s shoulder kindly. ‘Aye, me balooben, it is me.’ The pirates hustled in, the door closed and locked, and all was still on the slope leading up from the beach.

Inside, the servant led them quickly on his stick legs, instructing them quietly, ‘…then you cross the inner courtyard to the sea dungeon, that’s where they keep their treasure, on the fourth floor. There should be two guards on each floor. The third floor is the officers’ rooms – tread lightly there!’ He stopped abruptly at a corner, holding a hand up, and leant out to take a quick look. ‘This is where I leave you. How do you plan to escape?’

The captain chuckled as he reached into his jacket. ‘With our skins whole! Here,’ he handed the servant a small bag that rustled with coins, ‘for your help.’

The servant shook his head, waving the bag away, and gripped the captain’s arm. ‘Please consider this my donation to our cause. The Brutish think us subjugated, crushed. But we dream of freedom, all us conquered people. Fight for us! Free us from the Brutish yoke! We will rise up and follow you, Captain Angry, when the day comes!’ The servant’s eyes shone with fervour. Captain Angry nodded quietly, and the servant left them.

Half an hour and thirteen guards later, the pirate crew finally broke through the lock of the treasure room on the fourth floor of the sea dungeon. Captain Angry strode in, whispering orders to bar the doors from the inside. In the shadows of the vault, he spent a minute over a small oil lamp and got it to throw out a dim light. The pirates pulled out torch sticks, each lighting their own, and they all turned to the rest of the room in unison…

Gold and jewels glittered from every corner of the vault, boxes, barrels, chests overflowing with the looted wealth of a hundred Indric kingdoms.

The pirates couldn’t resist yelping with excitement, capering about and plunging their hands into the beauteous booty. ‘Keep it down, ye gallugs!’ the captain hissed, but he couldn’t hold back a smile of triumph as he eyed the wealth. The Brutish were organized, if nothing else, he noted. The silver was at one end of the room, gold in the middle, and jewels and ornaments at the other end. As the pirates began to sort through the treasures and take their pick, Angry walked silently to the wall opposite the door, where a solitary barred window offered him a glimpse of the sky. Behind him came the slight form of Meihua, the Plum Blossom Widow. She had picked the heavy warded lock of the treasure vault moments earlier, and would now execute the next part of their plan.

Angry stepped up to the bars, a simple cross of hard iron cemented into stone. He put his head up against the metal, holding his massive beard back, and peered out as best he could.

It was a sheer drop down the wall of the sea dungeon into Bombazine Bay. More than fifty metres below, the Scarabean Sea was a featureless black carpet. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Angry raised his torch and shone it out the window, covering and uncovering it three times. There was a nervous wait as his pirate crew continued to cavort around the room, stuffing coins and jewels into pouches and pockets.

‘There!’ Meihua hissed, pointing. Sure enough, there was a point of light on the next island, where Fort Sign stood. The signal came through, went blank for a minute, then shone back at Angry.

‘Tide’s rolling in,’ the captain muttered, pleased, and tapped the bars as he bowed to the Plum Blossom Widow. ‘I think fifteen minutes, my lady?’

She nodded regally and got to work, pulling out materials from the fathomless depths of her hidden pockets and pouches.

Having confirmed her part of the strategy, the captain got back to the object of this little dalliance that was the raid of Bombazine Bay. His crew had, by now, sated their curiosity and greed, and were taking a little longer inspecting the more elaborate treasures, although none of them had reached the alcove yet. Ensconced behind the jewels, it was hidden by thick red curtains, and as Angry approached it ceremoniously, the other pirates noticed and followed him.

Captain Angry threw the curtains apart, and the pirates exclaimed softly as a pale light met their eyes. Even Meihua paused her work to glance over.

Four metres behind a nasty-looking row of bars were several pedestals and glass cases. Foremost was a pedestal with a purple cushion, on which sat a tiara made of the most wondrous pearls, each one an opalescent dream that constantly shifted colours. The delicate crown glowed with its own light, which is why the Brutish kept it hidden behind curtains.

‘Behold,’ Captain Angry intoned, ‘the Tiara of Morningtide, worn by the last merqueen of the Scarabean Sea.’ The pirates all pulled off their bandanas then, in honour of the merqueen, who had defended the Scarabean Sea against the Brutish for as long as she could. ‘And we have a problem,’ Angry added, testing the bars with a finger. The bars were set so close together he could barely fit his arm through past the bicep. No one in the crew was getting through them. ‘My lady?’

Meihua interrupted her work to come look the bars up and down. ‘Not possible. We’d go up with it.’ She scraped at the metal with a tiny metal file, licked off the shavings and then spat them out, stunned and furious. ‘This is meteoric iron! I packed tools for everything else but this. If only I’d brought my Tears of Venus, I would have melted it in minutes…fool, fool!’

‘You couldn’t have known,’ the captain reassured her. ‘Nor could you have brought everything on this mission. Meteoric iron… Those Brutish bortmongers must have scoured the four corners of the empire to find enough to make a cage this large.’ His mind was racing furiously. To come so close and not make it! How to get through the bars? ‘Go back to the window, I’ll find a way.’ There was no other way, he knew that well enough. No time, no material…

A soft scuffling sound reached his ears.

In a flash, Angry had his cutlass and dagger out, and the next instant the entire pirate crew had theirs bared too. The mass of them bristled with blades, hooks and pistol barrels.

‘Who goes there?’ Captain Angry rumbled threateningly. The treasure vault was large and gloomy despite the dozen torches his crew had spaced out here and there. ‘Show yourself, ye kefuzzling kipe!’

Silence…and again a scuffle.

‘HAA!’ Angry bellowed, and the crew rushed to the corner with the silver. In the darkness he couldn’t see quite clearly, but as they approached, a cacophony of shrieks rang out, and two small demonic shapes leapt out, attempting to flee from them.

‘Hold!’ he roared, throwing his arms out to stop his pirates from falling upon the intruders. ‘What have we here?’ he rasped, more surprised than alarmed.

‘Captain!’ the sentry at the door called out suddenly. ‘They’re coming!’

Angry felt his stomach tighten. Their shouts had alerted the sleeping officers below. Just as he began to recalculate the plan, they heard the distant boom of cannon fire from across Bombazine Bay. The Brutish had spotted their escape ship.

And in the middle of all this, with the Tiara of Morningtide harrowingly out of reach and the Brutish about to hammer down the door, there were these two interlopers.

‘What the tarrocking krump are you two lubbers doing here?’ Captain Angry yelled, looming over them.

Huddling on a pile of shining silver, terrified, Oop and Lila faced the pirate crew.
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