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CHAPTER 1

Why are we here?

Is there something special that we’re supposed to do?

What’s your destiny? How can you be sure about this?

My name is Sherlock Hong. The year is 1891. As I write this, I feel alive, awake, alert, enthusiastic.

I have a great story for you, my friend. Something wonderful and marvellous, amazing beyond your wildest dreams.

So much has happened over the past few months. It feels like the whole world is moving into a magical new era. The old becomes the new, and the new very quickly becomes something else altogether.

This is a tremendously significant time for us, the International Order of Young Seekers. Where there is mystery, we must show up and apply our skills to establish the truth. Where there is fear or doubt, we must stand firm and do everything we can to promote courage and loyalty.

The future belongs to the young and brave!

Read every page carefully, imagine each scene in your head. This latest adventure changes everything that I know about the world around me. There is more to life than we can imagine.

And this colony that I call home, I am just beginning to realise its true significance. It is like a city that shines brightly for the world to admire. And therefore all sorts of people are drawn here to seek their fortune: heroes, villains, alchemists, pirates, saints, thieves, inventors, dreamers, and others.

Stop wasting your time telling silly jokes, or playing foolish games, or standing in front of the mirror and trying to dance like a zombie.

Pay attention, for I have seen the Scroll of Greatness with my own eyes. And I have heard about visitors from a distant planet.


CHAPTER 2

On the day this whole affair started, I was waiting in Chinatown for my friend Aisha at the street corner across from where the exhibition was held.

It was a part of Chinatown that I wasn’t familiar with. My own home lies closer to the east boundary, where the older mansions are, and where most of the clan halls are located.

This place, on the other hand, was all the way over in the north section, an area filled with big warehouses and private courtyards.

Everyone here looked strangely unfamiliar. The men dressed in long coats, with silk vests and tight caps on their heads, while the women wore padded jackets and powdered their faces so thickly that often you couldn’t make out any of their features; only the dainty blacks of their eyes could be seen.

I was getting anxious because my friend Aisha was supposed to meet me at that spot, but she was very late.

For just one afternoon, the Scroll of Greatness would be on display right here in Singapore, in the very mansion across the street, before they shipped it to Penang.

It’s also sometimes called the Great Scroll, and it explains the secret techniques they used to build the Great Wall of China.

I had read a number of books about this legendary Chinese wonder, and my tutor, Miss Priya, recently showed me a map of it that was drawn by a French traveller a hundred years back.

I remember staring at that map for hours, asking her endless questions, trying to picture it all in my head.

How on earth could any human being have come up with such an ambitious scheme to construct this magnificent wall?

It would surely take a person of tremendous intelligence and mastery over the many elements of this world.

I remembered reading somewhere that the ancient pyramids of Egypt might have been built by visitors from another planet, where the methods of construction were significantly more advanced. I asked Miss Priya about this but she only gave me a funny look.

And so I waited and waited, playing with the two crimson marble balls that Miss Priya gave me for my birthday, tossing them in the air and trying to juggle them, but dropping them on my feet so often – and once even on my head, hard, and I almost fainted. But still there was no sign of Aisha.

My father, the popular physician Master Hong, had refused to visit this exhibition. When I heard this, I was astonished. Didn’t he want to examine the Scroll himself?

But later I learnt why. The organiser, Master Chun, had been dismissed from the local Chamber of Prosperity because he had brought in the Scroll of Greatness from China without first seeking their consent.

Pa was a senior member of the Chamber of Prosperity, and he did not want to be seen supporting Master Chun. The Chamber of Prosperity was one of the more powerful organisations in the colony, and Pa often needed their help.

As I stood there contemplating all this, sometimes bending down to make funny sketches in the sand with my index finger, the wind got stronger and the shadows on the ground grew a little longer.

Aisha! Where could she be?


CHAPTER 3

Then, across the street, in front of the mansion, I saw a man appear from out of nowhere and peel off the row of big yellow notices that were stuck along the wall, until only one was left.

The exhibition would be over soon!

I looked around frantically. Should I keep waiting for Aisha? Or would she understand if I went in on my own?

I so badly wanted to see the Scroll of Greatness for myself. For too many nights I had been dreaming about it. I had heard that it contained precious information written in a strange code. For thousands of years, nobody had managed to make sense of it.

I knew that if I could figure it out, I’d be famous! People would come from all over the world to listen to me speak and offer me jars and jars of delicious yam pudding with bits of sweet plum inside. What a wonderful life that would be!

The man was closing the door just as I made up my mind.

“No!” I yelled. “Wait!”

I dashed across the street, squeezing my way between a cart and some coolies, but I was too late, he didn’t notice me.

I banged on the door. “Please, just for a few minutes, let me see the Scroll!”

I held my breath and listened, hoping that he would come back.

I remember thinking that it should have been Master Chun taking down the notices and closing up, or one of his regular assistants, but instead it was someone else, a complete stranger.


CHAPTER 4

There was a sound just behind me. I turned around.

I was hoping to see Aisha. Maybe she would be breathless after running all the way. Maybe she would be offering all sorts of apologies for being so late.

But no, instead it was an old woman, dressed in simple Malay clothes. She didn’t seem to notice me.

She reached out and ran her fingers gently all over the yellow notice, the last one left on the wall.

It was covered in elegant Chinese calligraphy, with a brush sketch of a long box at the bottom.

“Can you tell me what’s written here?” she said softly, without even glancing in my direction.

That was when I realised that she could not see.

“It’s the Scroll of Greatness,” I mumbled. “It was on display this afternoon. But they’re closed now.”

“Oh!” the woman replied, with a slight nod of her head.

There was a pause, and then she added, “Young man, is something wrong?”

“No,” I said, even though I guessed that she could sense the truth.

I turned and walked away. My heart was heavy with so much disappointment.

Aisha promised me she would be there. And I believed her!

Aisha and I have been friends for many years, since the days of our early childhood when we chased each other by the stream that runs past the back gate of my garden. She’s very smart and mostly soft-spoken, except when she gets angry and then she can kick up quite a storm.

When I first came back from London, I had no one else to turn to for help. But to my delight she proved to be a most capable assistant during my previous two adventures, the one where I helped the police catch a local cheat, and also the one where we travelled to Malacca and helped to save the young Peranakan princess.

Sometimes I fear that Aisha has her own agenda, her private schemes that might distract her from our important duties. For example, she spends a lot of time with Jayathri, the daughter of a senior engineer working at the Singapore Prison. Jayathri doesn’t like me, and she makes this quite clear. Once when Aisha wasn’t looking, Jayathri even stuck out her tongue at me and hissed rudely.

If Aisha had turned up that day, she would have stopped me. But I was so desperate to see the Scroll that I got carried away and what I did next was absolutely crazy and wrong.


CHAPTER 5

The exhibition was supposed to last half an hour longer. Although they had locked the front door early, I figured that I was still entitled to see the Scroll if I managed to find another way inside.

Or at least if I could find the man who had just locked the front door, I could beg him to make an exception for me and let me spend a few minutes examining the Scroll.

It was already getting dark as I walked around to the alley behind the mansion.

Looking back, that was a silly thing to do. But I am a proud member of the International Order of Young Seekers. It is my duty to seek out the mysterious matters of this world and report them to all of you, my brothers and sisters.

I’d been especially inspired after reading our latest newsletter, which arrived twenty-five days ago. The stories inside made me realise how much we can achieve once we set our hearts and minds to it. I was particularly interested in the reports about:

Amelia Graham, 15, daughter of Lady Jane Graham, the writer and painter. Amelia invented an improved pulley system and introduced this to some villages in the south of England so that the people could draw water from their wells much faster and with less effort. The pulley system is so well designed that even children are able to use it.

Ram Joshi, 18, son of the esteemed botanist and poet K K Joshi, who translated seven books of the ancient Greek philosopher Pythagoras, mostly writings about the invisible systems that govern all of creation.

Abdullah Ali Hazan and his sister Fatma Ali Hazan, 16 and 15 respectively, who volunteered for three weeks at a hospital in Turkey after there was an outbreak of a strange fever that gave its victims rashes and severe hallucinations.

That day, as I stood at the back wall of the mansion, I sincerely hoped that I might join their ranks soon, so that my contributions to society would be acknowledged by our Order, and I might serve as an inspiration to the younger members who come after me.

I thought all this over for a while, and when I was ready, I started to climb the wall.

I balanced myself at the top and looked around. I was hoping to see someone there, so I could ask him or her to open the front door for me.

But no, I was out of luck.

The backyard was filthy beyond belief. The ground was covered in dead leaves and the place stank of dog droppings. There was also a line of dead animals piled up along the left wall: small cats perhaps, or large rats, or perhaps a breed of skinny dogs, I couldn’t quite tell, and of course there were flies swarming menacingly all over the rotting flesh.

Believe me, I have seen many dirty places in my time, especially during my travels with Pa to visit his patients across the region, but this place seemed outstandingly disgusting.

I was peering hard at the back door of the mansion — it was half open — when perhaps there was a gust of wind, or maybe my foot slipped, and somehow I fell off the wall and landed on the other side.

My hands were badly scratched, and my right sleeve was ripped all the way up past my elbow.

I hadn’t planned on entering the place without permission; I just wanted to speak to someone. But now it was too late.

The ground on the inside was much lower and I couldn’t get back up the wall. The only way out again was through the mansion itself.

I crossed my fingers and hoped that there wasn’t a bunch of crazy dogs inside, ready to rush out and attack me.

I took a deep breath and reminded myself, “The future belongs to the young and brave!”

Then I walked towards the back door.

Maybe I’d get to see the Scroll of Greatness after all.


CHAPTER 6

Inside, it was all creepy and quiet.

“Hello?” I said. “Excuse me?”

No response.

I went past the kitchen and entered a big room. I was so dazzled by what I saw that I forgot to breathe. The room contained a collection of the most amazing treasures from all over the world!

There were weapons from China: big swords, tiny daggers for throwing, heavy spears, collapsible fans with sharp cutting edges that looked innocent and elegant, but in the hands of a martial arts expert, were as effective as any blade.

Statues from India: beautiful figurines of all sizes, some even towering above me, representing mythological characters of all sorts, humans as well as deities as well as demons. Some sitting with their eyes closed, some dancing with a look of great joy on their faces, some pouting and scowling with so much aggression that any young child would have been terrified.

Masks from Africa. Paintings from Europe. Engravings from Egypt. Lovely vases from the old Greek and Persian empires. Strange machines assembled from rods and wheels and pendulums, probably from England or France.

I tiptoed around in awe.

I recognised so many of them from my time in London studying the books in my mentor’s private library. But in a corner, there was a bizarre-looking statue that made my jaw drop. I had never seen anything like it before.

When I close my eyes now, I can still picture it clearly. It had a small and thin body, while its head was big and pointed. Its eyes were huge and they bulged out of the creature’s face. From head to toe, it was painted an unsettling shade of green, which made its skin look like tough leather. In the dim light, I almost expected it to step forward and greet me in a language from some other world.

I was lost in these thoughts when suddenly a big shadow fell over me!

I turned around in panic, just as a monstrous sound made my skin crawl.

It sounded partly like the angry roar of a cursed creature, and partly like the violent sneeze of an abominable monster.

I felt the air around me turn cold, and a sudden shiver ran down my back. It was like an invisible hand had gone under my clothes and was running its fingernails along my spine. I so very much wanted to scream, just to release the awful sense of dread I could feel building up inside me, but it got stuck in my throat and refused to emerge.

Fear held me in its grasp so strongly that I could even smell it. Truly, I almost peed in my pants, but I managed not to.


CHAPTER 7

The man who caught me, he was tall and very thin. He wore an elegant silk robe, and he had a neat beard that reached down to his chest. There was something sinister about him. His eyes were shaped in an unnatural way, and they reminded me of a painting I once saw at the home of a snake charmer in Penang, when I accompanied my father there on one of his trips.

The snake charmer explained that the painting was an old masterpiece from the Kingdom of Siam, and it showed an ancient snake goddess about to devour her enemies.

This man had the same cold and merciless eyes, and I could sense a dark power emanating from him.

Stammering in my nervousness, I told him why I was so eager to see the Scroll, and how Aisha had promised to turn up but she left me waiting outside.

Dr. Woo — that was his name, as I later learnt — just hissed in annoyance. With a curt bark, he summoned three of his coolies and together they dragged me to the police station, two streets away.

The police station was a mess. There were stacks of paper piled up high on every table, almost reaching the ceiling. The floor was dirty. Under my feet, I could feel a layer of something thick and sticky. Also I noticed bowls of fishball noodles everywhere, all half-eaten, and some even had cockroaches of varying sizes paddling around in the sauce.

Dr. Woo had a creepy aura around him, so loathsome that the cats in the police station not only hurried out of his way when he entered, but also hissed repeatedly in his direction to show their disapproval.

He stared at me for a while, unblinking, and his serpent-like eyes were so intense that I was afraid he would hypnotise me.

Constable Flint was on duty, and he told me to sit in a corner while someone went to get my father.


CHAPTER 8

Pa hurried over as soon as he heard about the situation. I started to tell him what happened, but he just shook his head.

“Do you know how many of my patients are waiting for me?” he sighed, sounding tired and disappointed.

My father is the community physician, and a highly respected person around Singapore. Everyone calls him Master Hong. He left China when he was a young boy and followed his uncle around the region until they finally settled in Singapore. This uncle of his, the Great Master Fu, was a respected martial arts teacher who had to leave China in shame after two of his disciples betrayed him and framed him for the burning of a village hospital.

Life in China was very difficult in those times. Rebellions broke out frequently, and there was a famine that lasted many decades. My father’s parents, my grandparents, begged Great Master Fu to take my father away with him, so that their son might find a better life somewhere else. Great Master Fu became a physician. In his time, he was well known among the local rulers of South East Asia because he was knowledgeable yet humble, always ready to use his skills for the good of the people. My father hoped that I would become a physician too, and help to keep Great Master Fu’s legacy alive. But each time I got into trouble, Pa would be sad, because it seemed more and more that his hopes for me would not materialise.

Pa and I sat on a bench together as we waited for Dr. Woo to finish making his report.

Dr. Woo was furious. He held up one of the yellow notices from outside his mansion, the one with the brush sketch of the long box. I couldn’t believe what I heard next.

“This young thief stole the Scroll of Greatness from my mansion!” he screamed at Constable Flint. “Do you know what this means? It’s an insult to my motherland and my Emperor! You must get the Scroll back. Even if you have to torture him!”

I could feel Pa suddenly tense up. “What’s going on?” he gasped in horror as he turned to me. “Is the Scroll really gone?”

I hurriedly assured Pa that I didn’t steal anything. In fact, I would have gladly risked my life to protect the Great Scroll.

It seemed like a horrible nightmare. And it had only just started.


CHAPTER 9

Constable Flint knew me well. Especially after the strange case of the Immortal Nightingale, which I wrote about some time back. I was neither a thief nor a troublemaker. But at that moment, he was so overwhelmed that he couldn’t explain all this to Dr. Woo.

“Uh — right — Dr. Woo,” Constable Flint said, trying to stay calm. “Let’s not get worked up, shall we? Take some time to consider the evidence — some tea for you, sir?”

Dr. Woo told Constable Flint that Master Chun had been called away to Shanghai on an urgent matter, and in the meantime he was in charge of the exhibition. But late in the afternoon he discovered that the Scroll was missing, and that was why he closed the doors a little early. He searched the house and found me hiding in the store room. He claimed that I was working for a gang of thieves, and had helped them to steal the Scroll.

Meanwhile, I sat with Pa and quietly twirled my crimson marble balls, a thousand thoughts spinning in my head as I tried desperately to figure out what was really going on. I was so deep in thought that I dropped one of the balls and it landed right on Pa’s foot.

Pa glared at me as I scrambled after the ball anxiously.

“You are young,” he said, “and foolish. Why didn’t you listen to me? Do you know what will happen if we don’t get the Scroll back?”

“But Pa!” I protested. “I just wanted to have a look! How can you blame me —”

Pa held up his hand.

“There will be a terrible war,” he hissed angrily. “And it will destroy the goodwill that we’ve established in this colony!”

Indeed, there has been a lot of talk going around about people conspiring to take over the colony and control the Singapore River for their own benefit. There was one group in particular, the Builders Society, that had supposedly recruited many influential men in the colony. According to rumours, they held secret meetings where they schemed to overthrow the current governor and turn the colony into their private trading settlement. The governor was so worried, he even issued a warning that anyone involved with such organisations would be arrested and banished from Singapore.

I knew that Pa was friends with the governor, and above all things, he considered it his moral duty to support the local authorities and help them maintain order.

Pa snatched my marble balls and threw them into a nearby bin.

“Enough of your useless toys!” he said abruptly. “Why can’t you grow up and act like a responsible young man?”

Dr. Woo heard all this. He turned around to look at us. He had an ugly sneer on his face.

After much talking, Constable Flint convinced Dr. Woo not to press charges against me just yet.

I was allowed to go home while the police looked into the matter.


CHAPTER 10

The next morning, I was in a hurry to get out of the house and start my own investigation. I urgently wanted to find out more about the missing scroll. Who could have stolen it? What would they do with it? Was this really part of some bigger conspiracy in the colony? Would I be able to recover the Scroll?

But, to my dismay, I remembered that I first had to sit through four hours of lessons with my tutor Miss Priya. I groaned at the thought of her arrival.

As you might recall from my earlier reports, she is the daughter of a school principal in India. She has read an unbelievable number of books and also speaks six languages fluently, including Hokkien. Once she has enough money saved, she plans to sail to the United States of America to study medicine at the Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania. Until that day, she has agreed to be my tutor, at least, while Pa figures out what to do with me.

Miss Priya arrived punctually at seven in the morning. Mother spoke with her in the main hall, probably to tell her about my visit to the police station.

Meanwhile I sat on the floor and crossed my fingers as I chanted over and over again, “Today’s lesson will end quickly! Today’s lesson will end quickly!”

Later, as we settled down at my table, Miss Priya pulled a book out of her bag and pointed out a passage for me to read for the day.

It was about an Arab explorer named Muhammad al-Idrisi, who lived eight hundred years before our time. He had travelled across many parts of Asia and Europe, and a king in Sicily named Roger the Second was so impressed with his adventures that he paid al-Idrisi to create the most marvellous map of the world ever.

In the year 1154, al-Idrisi was finally done with his task and he published his masterpiece, The Book of Pleasant Journeys into Faraway Lands. In Latin, it was known as Tabula Rogeriana, or The Book of Roger, after Roger the Second. For many centuries this was widely respected as the most accurate and detailed work of its kind, the greatest map in the world.

To my surprise, I felt something stirring inside me as I read the passage aloud. I was inspired by the tale, and wished in my heart that I could do something in my life that was equally glorious.

“Just imagine, it took al-Idrisi fifteen years to complete his work and deliver the map,” Miss Priya said when I reached the end. “He was dedicated to his quest and refused to abandon it no matter how difficult or impossible it appeared at times.”

I nodded thoughtfully and tried to imagine how al-Idrisi might have felt as he presented his finished work to the king. Was he proud? Relieved? Exhausted?

Miss Priya stared into my eyes for some time before she continued.

“Be patient and wait for your moment,” she said, her voice suddenly sounding like a haunting whisper in a strange dream. “No matter what your circumstance might be, never give up on your dreams. Pursue the truth with all you can and work diligently at your duties.”

I wanted to tell Miss Priya about the crimson marble balls, how Pa snatched them away from me at the police station and threw them away.

But in that moment, my mind went blank. I was filled with a strange sense that Miss Priya was the smartest person in the whole world, that she could read my mind and she knew exactly what I was thinking.

And then, to my astonishment, she hurriedly packed up her stuff and said she had an urgent matter to attend to.

Strange as it might seem, the lesson really did end quickly that morning, just as I had chanted, and that was why I had the rest of the morning free.


CHAPTER 11

“Sherlock!”

Someone shouted my name just as I stepped out of our front gate.

I glanced over my shoulder. I recognised the voice. It was Aisha.

“I can’t stop,” I said hastily. “Follow me, and we can talk on the way.”

“But Sherlock, this is important,” Aisha protested.

I quickened my pace. She had no choice but to run after me.

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” she said. “I was on my way when Jayathri stopped me. She has just started something called the All Girls Island Exploration Group, and she wanted me to be the first Group Captain. She’s also invited some of the other girls on our street. I had to listen to her plans for the group. I’m sorry that I lost all sense of time!”

The All Girls Island Exploration Group! I have to admit, it sounded impressive. Deep inside I was envious. I shook my head, as if I didn’t want to hear any more.

I am prepared to share my secrets with Aisha, and should the time be appropriate, I will even tell her about the International Order of Young Seekers. But not Jayathri. I would much rather have to shave my head bald and also my eyebrows, no matter how stupid I would look, than let Jayathri know of this great society. Let alone allow her to join it. I find Jayathri hostile, unreasonable and scary.

I changed the subject and quickly told Aisha what happened the night before. We kept on walking and soon we reached the wall, the exact spot behind the mansion where I had been standing yesterday.

Aisha was shocked when she finally realised what I was up to.

“Sherlock!” she exclaimed. “Stop this mischief. You can’t go back inside! What if your father finds out? What if you get caught again?”

But I was determined to get to the bottom of the matter. Dr. Woo had no right to accuse me like that. Why, he was just as likely to be the guilty one!

“You didn’t keep your promise yesterday,” I told Aisha. “You were late! And that’s why I’m in trouble now.” I stared at her solemnly. “Help me solve this,” I pleaded, making sure that I spoke in a soft and pleasant voice, just as I had been practising at home with my mother. “There’s something very fishy going on inside, I just know it. You’re my best friend! Who else can I turn to?”

Aisha crossed her arms. “Hmmph!” she grunted. “We should stay away and let Constable Flint do his job. Sooner or later, they’ll find the Scroll of Greatness!”

She had more to add, but suddenly there was a strange sound, so loud and beastly that it made my skin crawl. We froze.

“Did you hear that?” I whispered nervously. “It’s coming towards us!”


CHAPTER 12

To my surprise, a small door at the far corner of the wall suddenly swung open.

It was hidden behind some plants, and that’s why I hadn’t noticed it before.

I grabbed Aisha’s arm. She was so startled that she opened her mouth to squeal, but she covered her mouth with her palm just in time and managed to remain silent. Whew!

We turned around and raced back up the alley, our hearts pounding madly. Then we crouched behind a cart and watched.

A man came out. He was dressed strangely, in a shiny black cloak with a hood pulled over his head.

He pushed a wheelbarrow. There was a big basket in it. He looked around quickly, up and down the street. And then, quite unexpectedly, he sneezed, again and again.

It was the most horrendous sound in the universe. Yet there was something familiar about it.

The man rubbed his nose. Then he quickened his pace, hurrying towards the river, pushing his wheelbarrow in front of him.

I had to act fast, if I wanted to find the missing Scroll of Greatness and clear my name.

“Follow him!” I whispered to Aisha.

She shook her head furiously. “But Sher — ”

I didn’t hear the rest of it, because I was already scrambling after the man.


CHAPTER 13

The streets got more and more crowded as we approached the river.

I lost sight of the man in the black cloak, not just once but a few times. Still, I kept moving, and eventually I would see him again, somewhere in front of me, focussed on steering his wheelbarrow in front of him.

There were shophouses on both sides of the road. Most of them were packed with all sorts of imported goods, mostly preserved food and various spices, but also cloth, decorative items, small animals, and bricks and stones for building with.

More than once, I saw something unusual and I felt the urge to linger for a while and inspect it. But each time I quickly changed my mind because there was an unbearable stench in the air due to the heaps of horse and cow dung deposited generously on the ground.

We reached the bridge, and the man slowed down. I ducked behind some crates and watched.

Three thugs approached him eagerly. They had tattoos on their arms and ugly scars on their faces.

Deep inside I was terrified. Was I doing the right thing? Should I go home and leave this to the police? Should I get my Pa and explain everything to him? What if something bad happened to me? What if a fight broke out and an innocent person who just happened to be walking by got seriously hurt? Would that be my fault?

I wished I had my crimson marble balls with me. Playing with them helped to calm my nerves, and that in turn allowed me to think better.

The man in the black cloak pointed at the basket in his wheelbarrow. The three thugs lifted it and carried it down the steps to the riverbank, where they placed it next to a whole row of similar containers.

I squinted and tried to make out the marks on the side of each basket. They were similar to the ones my father kept in our storeroom at home. They contained black pepper, probably shipped from Penang. Which explained why the man in the black cloak sneezed loudly again.

He pulled back his hood to rub his nose, then he quickly covered his head.

But those few seconds were enough.

I recognised him.


CHAPTER 14

It was Dr. Woo! But what was he up to?

The chief thug, the biggest and meanest looking one among the three, walked to the basket and reached in.

He pulled out a wooden box. It was about a foot long, with gold trimmings along its edges.

Even from where I was, I could make out the elaborate engraving of a dragon on the front panel.

It suddenly dawned on me. This wooden box looked exactly like the sketch on the yellow notice outside the mansion. It contained the Scroll of Greatness!

Dr. Woo lost his temper. He gave the chief thug a hard smack.

“You fool!” Dr. Woo said, much too loudly. “Put it away. If we should lose it, your head will roll!”

The chief thug looked insulted. He put the wooden box back into the basket. Then he barked an order. The other two thugs obediently picked up the basket again and carried it towards the row of boats along the river. They looked nervous, as if they were expecting Dr. Woo to smack them too.

I had to stop them and get the Scroll back. It was the only way I could clear my name. The future belongs to the young and brave!

I scrambled onto the nearest crate and pointed at Dr. Woo.

“You shameless thief!” I yelled. “I know what you’re up to!”

I swallowed hard and tried to sound brave, even though my knees were shaking and it felt like I had a live frog in my throat.

People stopped to stare at me.

“Return the Scroll,” I cried, “or you’ll regret it!”


CHAPTER 15

My outburst must have startled Dr. Woo. He removed his hood and turned to stare at me.

There was a crazy look in his eyes, a mix of arrogance and anger and frustration.

Dr. Woo sneered. “Take care of that kid,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Silence him!”

The thugs froze. They looked confused for a while, until Dr. Woo repeated his command. Then they dropped the basket and, to my horror, grabbed some weapons from their cart.

One thug had a dagger, another a long stick, and the chief thug was armed with a whip. They rushed towards me.

What was I to do? I was seriously outnumbered. They were armed, while I had nothing, not even my crimson marble balls. They were professional troublemakers, and no doubt experienced in causing all sorts of hurt to those who got in their way. I started to panic and regret my foolhardiness in confronting them like this.

I swallowed hard and jumped off the crate, but I lost my balance and ended up flat on the ground. To make things worse, my left hand landed in a warm and squishy pile of dung. Yuck!

I couldn’t decide whether to run or to try and face them. Maybe I could chuck some dung in their direction and perhaps make them keep their distance?

But the thugs grabbed me before I could do anything, and they dragged me to Dr. Woo.

I kicked and yelled.

“Hey, you bullies! Get — ”

What happened next was unbelievable. One of the thugs interrupted me by shrieking loudly, as if he was in pain. Then the other thug did the same too.

After which the chief thug joined in, just half a heartbeat later, with what sounded like a scream at first but quickly turned into a long and helpless groan.

The thugs released me and stumbled around in pain, clutching their bottoms, almost running into one another.

I stared at them and shook my head.

What in the name of Sang Nila Utama was going on?


CHAPTER 16

It wasn’t long before I noticed the cause of the commotion.

Remember the old woman that I met outside the mansion, where the Scroll of Greatness was on display? The one who was blind?

There she was, right in the middle of everything, beating off the thugs and keeping them away from me, armed with just a Chinese folding fan!

“Hyah! Hwah! Hooi!” she grunted as she delivered each blow, moving elegantly like a performing acrobat from some great Teochew opera troupe, her fan darting about so quickly that it was a blur.

First, she moved deftly from side to side, like a snake that was preparing to attack its prey. Then she suddenly swooped over like a crane and hit the bad men between their eyes with a series of lightning fast strikes. And then she repeated this again and again, until the thugs were thoroughly defeated.

I recognised her moves from an old martial arts manual that I’d found in Pa’s library. She was using the Wing Chun style of kungfu, which according to legend was invented by the daughter of a beancurd seller in order to protect herself from bandits.

The old woman might have been blind, but she wasn’t handicapped. The thugs didn’t stand a chance!

In the distance, I saw Aisha hurrying towards us, with my father, Constable Flint and two Indian patrolmen.

I was relieved to see them. Aisha had a look of concern on her face. I waved to let her know that I was fine.

Constable Flint blew on his whistle. He shouted something to his men, and they pulled out their thick batons from their holsters.

Dr. Woo didn’t like any of this. He hurried to the basket and pulled out the wooden box.

And then he dashed off with it, into the crowd!


CHAPTER 17

Without a second thought I pursued Dr. Woo down the riverbank.

He was an excellent runner, with a talent for squeezing between people and dodging around obstacles.

I stumbled a few times and twice, I tripped over something but I quickly regained my balance and carried on. I wished that I had paid more attention and done a better job practising the kungfu exercises that Pa taught me. It would have made me a lot more nimble and swift.

That was when I spotted a man loading a box of purple mangosteens onto a cart. Aha! I had an idea.

Without slowing down, I grabbed two mangosteens and tossed them into the air quickly, to test their weight. They were perfect.

I took a deep breath and tried to speed up, until Dr. Woo was just five or six feet in front of me.

I had practised this at home so many times before with the crimson marble balls that my tutor Miss Priya gave me, although never with a moving target, and never with the intention of hurting someone.

But this was an urgent mission. I had a villain to stop.

So I fixed my attention on a spot right in the middle of Dr. Woo’s back, and threw the first mangosteen.

It went spinning through the air, quite like a nicely tossed cricket ball. But to my horror it missed Dr. Woo completely and instead hit a poor coolie who was just passing by! It was quite a rude shock for him.

“Oi!” the coolie shouted in fury. He pushed up his sleeves and raised his fists. “Come back here and say you’re sorry!”

Of course I ignored him and kept on running.

I had one mangosteen left.

My feet hurt, and I was panting desperately. There was so much at stake. I was eager to bring this scoundrel to justice and clear my name. So that Pa could be proud of me again!

This time I had a different plan. I didn’t aim the mangosteen at Dr. Woo’s back. Instead, I threw it at his foot.

“Please, please,” I chanted anxiously to myself, “let me save the Scroll of Greatness!”


CHAPTER 18

I was delighted to see the mangosteen hit Dr. Woo’s ankle!

He stumbled, and the long wooden box went spinning up in the air.

There were so many people watching. I noticed an Indian man in military uniform, a European woman scribbling in a notebook, and two Chinese monks whispering behind their sleeves. But I ignored them and just concentrated on what I had to do.

As the wooden box came down, I leapt into the air and reached out to catch it.

A moment later, the box was in my hands. It felt smooth and warm, and even tingled lightly under my touch. I stood there cradling it carefully, lost in a daze, until I heard Aisha clapping and cheering as she ran towards me.

We walked back together. She helped me along as I had twisted my ankle and was limping a little.

We saw Constable Flint and his men arrest Dr. Woo’s gang, with some help from the workers along the river. The thugs had their hands tied together and were made to squat by the side of the road, until Constable Flint was ready to march them to the police station.

In the meantime he took down the names of those witnesses who were willing to make a report.

My father stared at me for some time before he finally smiled and gave me a hug. He was glad that I wasn’t hurt.

“Those men are dangerous!” Pa said. “Never do anything like this again. You must promise me!”

Then Pa reached into his pocket and pulled out my two crimson marble balls. “Constable Flint returned them to me this morning,” Pa explained with a sigh. “He didn’t think it was right to throw them away like that.”

I grinned at him and took the balls back. My heart felt so light and free. I was relieved that the incident was over and that the Scroll had been recovered.

One of the Chinese monks even approached me. He was impressed by what he saw, and wanted to know if I could teach him my special throwing technique.

Pa just laughed and shook his head. But as we walked off together, I suddenly realised that there were some questions yet to be answered.

Like, who was the blind woman, the astonishingly skilled fighter, who had appeared in time to save me?


CHAPTER 19

That evening we had a special guest over for dinner.

Pa had invited the blind woman to join us. She turned up with a big jar of pickled cabbage. Ma was delighted with the delicious gift.

The old woman introduced herself as Madam Bao. She mentioned that she had an apprentice right here in the colony, but she wouldn’t tell us the young woman’s name.

We settled down at the dining table, and Madam Bao told us her story. She was a member of the Great Scroll Sisterhood, an ancient organisation formed during the Qin Dynasty, two thousand years ago, when some brave women came together and swore an oath to protect the Scroll of Greatness with their lives.

She had lost her sight when she was eight years old, after an accident. But there was a school near her village that was run by some monks. They taught Madam Bao and helped her memorise many old books. Madam Bao was such an exceptional student that people came from all over the kingdom to hear her explain the teachings. And when she was just sixteen years old, the Great Scroll Sisterhood invited her to join their order.

I was mesmerised by Madam Bao’s tale. I wondered if Aisha might one day be just as elegant and wise and skilled in beating off thugs and thieves. And zombies too, if they should ever show up in this colony.

After dinner, we all went into Pa’s study. Madam Bao took out the Scroll and showed it to us. I will describe what I saw as accurately as I can.

Inside the wooden box, the Scroll was wrapped up in three layers of soft red silk. There was a red string tied around it, with small rings of green jade attached to both ends.

After untying this string, Madam Bao unrolled the Scroll from right to left. Each end of the Scroll was attached to a strip of dark wood, the right one with a dragon engraved along its length, and the left one with a phoenix.

Every section of the Scroll featured one particular stretch of the Great Wall of China, illustrated with great detail. There were also smaller panels that showed how to make bricks, how to create stone walls, how to construct watchtowers, how to design moats, and so on.

I noticed some rows of strange characters in the margins. These notes were not in Chinese, or any other language that we could recognise. They were written in a strange code made up of squares, dots and circular symbols.

Madam Bao was not able to tell us how to decipher it.

“Some say this Scroll was given to our people by visitors from beyond the clouds,” Madam Bao admitted. “Perhaps wise ones from another kingdom somewhere in the heavens. Who can tell what really happened so many thousands of years ago?”

Did she mean aliens from another planet? I was bursting with so many questions about the Scroll. But Pa put his hand lightly on my shoulder and took me aside.

“When you are older, you must go and explore the Great Wall for yourself,” he said softly. “Then you will understand its secrets. No matter how perfect a wall might be, it is the steadfastness of the people that provides protection against enemies. The Scroll’s true message is hidden in plain sight. It actually provides instructions for building a strong character, so that you will be protected against the evils of this world.”

Madam Bao suddenly laughed. Even though she was standing on the far side of the room, she must have overheard Pa’s words.

“Truly,” she mumbled with a smile, “Master Hong possesses a superior mind.”

Fellow members of the International Order of Young Seekers, I hope one day we’ll discover exactly what the words on the Scroll of Greatness mean. And then we can use this knowledge to build an enlightened city for everyone. This is what we’re supposed to do with our lives. This is our destiny.

Do write to me if you have questions about any of this. Surely the future belongs to us, the young and brave!

Goodnight, my friends. Sleep well and dream of all our fantastic adventures ahead.
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