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PART ONE


INTRODUCTION
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This is a story about love, loss and the pursuit of a dream and one that weaves its way across two centuries and two continents. It is also a story about two generations of snake charmers whose destinies are shaped by a mysterious and all-knowing holy man.

Part One is set in 19th century Ceylon and is the story of an orphan called Govinda who raises his children, Roshan and Kashmira, to become the most celebrated snake charmers of 19th century Ceylon, whereas Part Two is set in 21st-century Melbourne and revolves around a diary that holds a key to a long-lost treasure. 

After he discovers a diary written by a snake charmer called Roshan in 1884, Jasper Powell finds himself in the middle of an age-old mystery when he uncovers a treasure that has been stored away in an inconspicuous inner-city Melbourne building for over one hundred years. Jasper realises that this is a treasure of cultural and historical significance and decides to make Roshan’s dream a reality. 

A tale that is rich with vivid characters and exotic lands, this story is an enchanting blend of natural and supernatural delights interwoven with flights of fancy, hidden treasures, holy men, magic and miracles, and at the centre of it all is a hauntingly beautiful woman.
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CHAPTER 1
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Govinda is an orphan, a rudderless boat in a sea of uncertainty, he sleeps in a stable behind a mudbrick shed on a floor of dirt and straw, and it is not just the mosquitoes that he has to contend with. Sometimes it’s the monsoons, those balmy winds that blow in from the south for one half of the year, and then from the north for the other half. 

He wakes from a dream, yawns loudly, dusts himself off and ties up his faded sarong. A gecko in the rafters chirps loudly to cheer him on his way. 

He gives it a quick smile and then has a wash in a water trough. The face that he sees has dreamy soft brown eyes which suggest deep wells of quiet thought. 

‘Hello,’ he says. ‘And who are you?’ 

Govinda has said that a hundred times before but he had never expected to hear a reply. 

‘I am the voice of the whispering wind.’

The ear is just one of many gateways to the soul, but before the day is over, Govinda will encounter yet another. And for a fleeting moment, he will experience a quickening, his heart will race, his mind will follow along behind, and he will arrive at the shores of a very different world.

Govinda lives in a village on the banks of a quietly flowing river, one that flows down from the mountains, winds its way through the jungle, and merges with the sapphire blue water of the Indian Ocean.  

The creatures of the forest watch closely as he makes his way to the village square, but another pair of eyes also has him in their sights. Govinda is about to cross the path of Chohan the holy man and his faithful dog Kosala. 

A holy man is never seen unless he wants to be seen. He can hide behind the drooping leaves of a banana tree, or the upturned feather mop that is the ever-present coconut tree.

Every morning without fail Govinda heads for the river to visit his grandmother but is distracted by a busy little messenger bird dancing around his head. 

It follows him to the marketplace, where Pamu, an old man who has been tending the same stall ever since he was a boy offers Govinda a fresh banana.

‘And what are you going to do with your day Govinda?’

‘That I do not know yet,’ he says. 

‘I have heard that there will be a snake charmer at the dagoba this afternoon.’

‘Oh, I must go and see that.’

The bell-shaped temple is believed to be over 600 years old and sits on a base of three concentric circles, and on the very top is a golden spire that reflects the light from the early morning Sun. In days of old it was covered in copper plates but now it’s a faded and shabby shade of grey. 

According to legend, the temple contained a treasure which a holy man had acquired in the kingdom of heaven. 

The story came to the attention of a meddlesome Prince who desired it as a gift for his wife, but to his dismay, he discovered that the temple was protected by some sort of spell. 

The prince was not to be deterred, so one dark night, he returned with an army of faithful retainers. And as soon as they started to hack away at the door, a woman in golden armour appeared on a beautiful black stallion.

The prince marvelled at her beauty, but this was no ordinary woman, and in an effort to win her over, he raced her to the top of the fabled mountain known as Adam’s Peak. 

They rode off into the night and up the narrow, death-defying path that led to the temple at the top, but for some reason, the prince was never seen again.  

No one really knows what happened but on some mornings it’s possible to see a mournful black stallion wandering through the ghostly blue mist. 

Adam’s Peak has been an attraction to countless people over the centuries. It’s a precipitous climb and not for the feint hearted. 

Pilgrims have been making the journey to the summit for over two thousand years, and one of those was Sinbad, an adventurous sailor from Baghdad. 

The main attraction is not just the windswept temple but a sacred relic, an indentation in a boulder that resembles an oversized footprint, and one which has been there since the beginning of time. 

The Buddhists call it Sri Pada and claim that it belongs to the Buddha. To the Hindus, it’s the footprint of Siva, the divine hero Rama, who rescued his wife from a demon king. And according to Muslims, this is where a remorseful Adam ended up after he had been banished from paradise. 

To those of many faiths, Adam’s Peak is a sacred mountain, but it is also the home of a holy man called Chohan. 

Dressed in a long white robe, his hair hanging loosely over his shoulders, Chohan sits in a state of mystical union. He has been following Govinda closely as he has a task for this young man, and today is the day that it starts.
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CHAPTER 2
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Ballangoddi is an isolated village in an unexplored region of the mountains, a three-day trek along a jungle path, and one that would test even the sturdiest bullock wagon. 

There is precious little to buy in the marketplace, other than a woven mat, a tortoiseshell comb, or cheap silver jewellery. And on the odd occasion, you can even find the intricate lace that originates from the coastal city of Galle.

Other than a gaggle of noisy children and numerous stray dogs there isn’t much to see, and on a fine day, the elders hold a meeting under the shade of an old banyan tree. 

A silversmith fashions a bangle dripping with silver beads, while lean and scrawny men carry buckets of fish from one house to another. 

The menfolk sit on their haunches contemplating the progress of their crops, while the women sit on a mat making curry seasoned with dried fish and fiery hot chilies. 

And when they are not boiling rice over an open fire or scraping the skin off a coconut, they spend the day weaving mats from the leaves of a plantain tree.

Their homes are windowless mud huts thatched with dry straw, but most people spend the day on the streets where everyone knows everyone else’s business, and during the monsoon season they have no choice but to take refuge inside. 

It is early morning; the heat is oppressive and thunderclouds have gathered overhead. The wind grows in strength, and a storm, followed by a deluge of heavy rain drenches the landscape, and in a matter of minutes, the river is a rushing torrent. 

Govinda takes shelter under a tree, but he is worried about his grandmother. Achchie is not his real grandmother, but she has looked after him ever since his mother died. 

Achchie lives in a houseboat on the river and makes a living by washing clothes. Govinda appears like clockwork every morning, and his staple breakfast is a bowl of rice and a cup of tea, but before he leaves, she always gives him a freshly laundered sarong.

‘Thank you achchie.’

‘Who will look after you when I have gone?’

‘Somebody will. I had a dream about snakes last night.’

‘Good snakes or bad snakes?’ she said.

‘Good ones mostly, and there was a man as well.’

‘A good man or a bad man?’

‘A good man achchie.’

‘I hope so my boy.’

‘So, what are you going to do today.’

‘I am going to see a snake charmer at the temple.’

‘Well, don’t get too close.’

‘No, achchie, I won’t.’

The sky is often a blaze of colour before sunset, but on that afternoon, a great shaft of light streams up from the horizon. 

A few moments later, a snake charmer dressed in his finest clothes appears on the steps of the temple. And before the show even starts, Chohan entertains the children with a few simple magic tricks.

Snake charming has a long and interesting history, and to some it is a mystical cult. Snakes have been worshipped in almost every ancient civilisation. 

To the Dravidians of India, the snake is regarded with admiration and respect, but one of the most venomous of all serpents, the Cobra de Capello has been their chief focus of veneration.

Whereas some snake charmers squat on the ground and whisper a mystic incantation, others go into a trance, but that is not Chohan’s style. 

He moves around playing a richly decorated flute and does his best to coax a rather lethargic old snake out of its basket. And once the performance has finished, he bows to the children and introduces himself and his assistant.

‘Boys and girls, I am the great Irrawaddy, snake charmer extraordinaire. Some snake charmers work alone, but I work with my faithful companion, Kosala the wonder dog.’

Kosala stands on his legs and barks loudly. The children have never seen such a thing before, and they cheer and clap loudly. 

Chohan wanders around playing an intoxicating melody on his flute, and to the delight of the children, two golden cobras rise out of the basket. They sway sinuously back and forth, their eyes trained on the those of their master. 

The children have seen countless snake charmers over the years, but they have never seen one like Chohan before, and for his efforts, he receives another round of applause.

‘Thank you, my friends, but you must be very wary of cobras. Does anyone know why that is?’

‘I do,’ Govinda says.

‘In that case, come up here my boy and I will show you something that every snake charmer knows.’

Govinda does so but hesitantly. He has no idea what he is letting himself in for, but he is about to find out. 

‘Now, hold out your hand.’

‘But why?’ he says.

‘You can die from a cobra bite, but you don’t have to, if you know the secret.’

‘And what is that?’ Govinda says.

To Govinda’s horror, a cobra leaps out of a basket and bites him on the hand. 

‘I don’t want to die,’ he cries.

‘You won’t,’ Chohan says. ‘Give me your hand.’

He removes a highly polished stone from his pocket, applies it to the deathly blue mark on the back of Govinda’s hand and holds it firmly. 

‘This will absorb the poison. You will see.’

Govinda is terrified, so Chohan taps him on the head and a sensation such as he had never felt before ripples through his body. A few minutes later, he removes the stone and inspects the wound.

‘There now, look at that. Your hand has healed. What do you think of that?’

‘Are you sure I am not going to die.’

‘If you were, you would be dead by now.’

‘Did you know that once you have been bitten by a cobra, you spend the rest of your life as a snake charmer.’

‘No, I did not know that.’

‘Would you like to be a snake charmer, my little friend.’

‘I think I would.’

He whispers something in his ear so that none of the other children can hear.

‘Then come to my camp before sunset and we will talk.’
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CHAPTER 3
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Sinhala is a land of legends but it is also the home of those mystical gems called star sapphires. And if you know where to look you can find them in cerulean and midnight blue. 

Hold one up to the light, twirl it this way and that and you will see a curious silky sheen, but if you place it in the hands of a jeweller, he will transform it into a perfect six-sided star.

I will tell you a story of a holy man who found a simple rough-hewn stone, which in some places are as thick as hailstones after a summer storm. 

He deduced from sheer perspicacity that if you polish a dull brown stone, a metamorphosis will ensue, but when released it from its earthly prison, it will shine with more than enough light to create a new and lasting future.

And on that overcast afternoon, Govinda, a simple uncut stone makes his way down a winding forest path to Chohan’s camp site. 

His little heart is beating faster than it has ever done before, the quickening he felt at the temple is still pulsing away, but he has no idea what it means. He’s a little apprehensive and a little excited because nothing like this has ever happened to him before.

Chohan is sitting by a campfire but gets to his feet when he hears the sound of twigs being trampled underfoot.

‘Boy, come closer so that I can see your face.’

Govinda creeps out of the shadows, wary of the barking dog. 

‘Kosala will not harm you, my friend. Please take a seat.’

‘So, what is your name?’

‘I was called Govinda by my mother.’

‘And where is she.’

‘She died in her sleep, a long time ago.’

‘So, who looks after you now?’

‘I look after myself, mostly.’

‘Would you like to make a lot of money?’

‘Oh yes, I would, but how will I do that? 

‘I will teach you to be a snake charmer.’

‘I would like that.’

‘Then, as of today I will be your master. You can accompany me on my travels, and you will never go hungry again. What do you say to that?’

Govinda suddenly remembers his dream of the night before and smiles.

‘That sounds good, but what is your name?’

‘I have many names, one of which is Chohan.’

‘But I must tell achchie first, or she will be worried.’

‘Yes, you should.’

Govinda races back to the riverboat, unaware that he has just made a decision which will change the course of his life.

‘Achchie, achchie,’ he cries. ‘I have good news.’

‘What is it my boy.’

‘I am going to be a snake charmer.’

‘It’s not that gypsy who was here last month, is it?’

‘No achchie. Chohan is a good man. I can see it in his eyes.’

‘Then I want to meet this man for myself.’

With Govinda at her side, she hobbles along a path that she has travelled a hundred times before, but Chohan is not the sort of snake charmer that achchie had expected to see. 

He’s a very impressive looking man with piercing brown eyes, and his distinctive bearing may have something to do with the fact that he was born into a high caste family. 

On his head, he wears a turban decorated with a silver buckle, and around his neck he wears an amulet of golden amber. 

On his wrist is a heavy gold bangle, but on the index finger of his left hand is the symbol of eternity, a golden ouroborous, a ring that depicts a serpent swallowing its own tail.

Chohan holds his hands together and bows his head respectfully. ‘I am honoured to meet you achchie and I can assure you that your grandson will be in good hands.’

‘He is not my grandson, but someone has to look after him.’

‘Then allow me to thank you on his behalf.’

‘It seems that you were right,’ she says to Govinda. ‘Chohan looks like a good man.’

‘He is achchie.’

But she is not about to leave Govinda in the hands of a total stranger, not without an interrogation. 

‘Tell me why I should hand him over to you.’

‘I can assure you that Govinda will have a long and happy life and he will never go without.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘I will teach him everything he needs to know, and one day, he will have opportunities such as he never thought possible.’

Achchie cannot imagine such a thing. She has struggled all her life. Her husband drowned in a flood many years before, but she is old and ailing and her time is almost up. And if she doesn’t agree to this plan, Govinda will end up like any other orphan.

‘In that case, I will let him go with my blessings.’

‘If this is to be your destiny Govinda, it is a road you must follow,’ she says. 

She removes a little box from her pocket and places it in his hands. ‘But you must take this.’

‘What is it achchie?’

‘They were your mother’s earrings. I was going to give them to you on your wedding day, but I think you should wear them when you become a snake charmer.’

‘Oh, thank you achchie.’

‘It’s the very least I can do, my boy. 

Govinda takes one last look at the only person who has ever cared for him, and tears stream down his face as she disappears into the darkness, never to be seen again.
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CHAPTER 4
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Govinda spends his formative years travelling with a man possessed of excellent sensibilities. Chohan is a delightful companion with a sense of humour, but he can also conjure up food from an invisible oven, and at mealtimes, there is always something different to eat. 

Those splendid fruits, the mango, and jak fruit are to be found everywhere in Sinhala. The banana, which is also known as the fig of paradise, is a handsome yellow fruit that is usually eaten raw, but it can be a gourmet meal in the hands of a master. 

Over the next five years, they wander from one village to another and Govinda grows into a handsome young man. 

They travel through great tracts of forest where people fight an on-going battle with nature and even the occasional wild animal. 

As a rule, elephants are harmless creatures, but one day, they encounter a rogue male blocking their path, and to anyone else, that would mean certain death. 

‘Get behind me,’ Chohan cries.

Govinda is glued to the spot and is white with fear, and just as the bull is about to charge, a white elephant appears out of nowhere. The bull bows respectfully and disappears into the forest, but if it had not been for that, Govinda’s life may have ended there and then. 

A few hours later, they set up camp not far from a bleak and forbidding temple covered in the grime of ages. Govinda plucks up the courage and ventures over to take a closer look, but he has no idea that this is a long-forgotten Hindu temple. 

In times gone by, it was revered as the abode of the gods, and while some images are obviously deities, others are creatures with apish faces and a multitude of breasts, arms, and legs. He has never seen such a thing before and races back to the safety of the camp.

‘That temple is the doorway to a cave,’ Chohan says, ‘and some say that it is haunted, but I know for a fact that it’s not.’

‘I once knew a man called Mathika who could cure people just by looking at them.’

‘And how did he do that? Govinda says.

‘He had to pass through that doorway to find what fate had in store, and if you wish to fulfil your destiny Govinda, that is where you have to go.’

‘But what is in there, Master?’

‘That is for you to find out.’

Concealed by a tangle of thorns and creepers, the temple peers ominously through the foliage, its splendid facade worn away by centuries of dust, wind, and rain. 

As soon as he steps inside, Govinda looks around warily, only to see even more grotesque creatures lining the walls and ceiling. Images swirl through his mind, of stories told by the village storyteller, of children who were taken by tigers and others by demons of the night. 

He moves along tentatively, only to find himself surrounded by hundreds of little fireflies swirling around in a hazy circling dance, but way up ahead he sees a door that glows with a shimmering blue light.  

‘What will I do?’ he says.

He turns on hearing Chohan’s familiar voice. ‘Step through and see for yourself.’

‘Master, I can hear you, but I cannot see you.’

‘Keep going Govinda.’

He does so, only to see a white elephant wandering lazily along a silky white beach. And way up above, a magnificent temple floats on a fluffy white cloud, but a storm is brewing.

In the distance is a ship which is being tossed about by a raging sea. It appears as quickly as it disappears and moments later, it collides with an outcrop of rock. 

Not long after, a man and a girl start searching through the debris, only to stumble on the body of a boy who has washed up onto the beach. 

When Govinda finally emerges from the cave, he looks as if he has seen a ghost. Chohan sits him by the fire and places a cup of tea in his hands. 

‘So, what did you see?’

‘You may not believe it, but I saw a beautiful temple floating in the sky and a white elephant on a beach.’

‘Very interesting. Anything else?’

‘Yes Master. I saw a ship but it was wrecked in a storm, and the only survivor was a young boy. He was saved by a man and a little girl.’

‘What does that mean Master?’

‘You had a glimpse of your future.’

‘I did, but who were those other people?

‘The man on the beach was you.’

‘And the girl?

‘She is or will be your daughter.’

‘My daughter, so who was that boy?’

‘You will find that out for yourself, but the temple means one thing and the white elephant means something else altogether.’

‘What do they mean Master?’

‘The temple does not exist yet, but you will have a part to play.’ 

‘Do I have to build a temple all by myself?’

‘No, Govinda, you will have to help someone else do that.’

‘That’s good because I don’t know anything about building temples, but what of the elephant?

‘It means that your spirit guide is a white elephant, and in times of danger, it will appear out of the blue and save you from certain death.’

‘That is good, isn’t it Master?’
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They usually head off after breakfast along paths that wander through fields both rich and green, on roads barely wide enough for an ox cart. And wherever they go, they see people with smiling faces, and picturesque huts that are the perfection of village life. 

On one such day, they stop to watch a couple of children chasing butterflies and a man in a loin cloth who is harvesting sweet potatoes in his garden. 

He greets them with natural politeness, selects a freshly harvested coconut, removes the fibrous outer layer, pours the juice into a wooden bowl, and offers them a cool and refreshing drink. 

In any given village, it is not uncommon to see an indolent man stretched out on a wooden bench, happy in his idleness. Little black pigs are everywhere, as are ducks and fowls, but most places are swarming with dogs. 

Sinhala was once a stage for sordid little tragedies, but today, it’s the embodiment of contentment, people with open faces, an open-hearted friendliness, and a detached interest in the metamorphosis of life. 

Men usually wear a comboy, a lose piece of fabric wrapped around the waist, their hair twisted in a knot above their heads, whereas the women tie theirs back with a tortoise shell comb and a silver pin.

The scenery changes from hour to hour, and after a long day on the road, they usually find somewhere to set up camp. And on one occasion, it was under an ancient fig tree, one so large that it was held in place by a maze of roots that had anchored themselves deep into the ground. 
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No one else can do what Chohan can do, but he never made a show of it, not in front of others at any rate. As to who taught him how to cook, Govinda has no idea, but every meal is different, and on some nights it’s a veritable feast.

After a long day on the road, Govinda wanders down to bathe in the river, and when he gets back, it is only to find that Chohan has prepared a feast fit for the king. And his eyes almost pop out of his head when he sees what they will be eating that night. 

‘Just help yourself,’ Chohan says.

Govinda rises early the next morning, only to find his Master contemplating the majesty of nature. A solitude reigns over the landscape, and the first quivering rays of light are stirring the world into life. 

Birds are singing in the trees. A palm squirrel races up a tree. A lazy green lizard stretches its neck, and in the trees far away, a troop of monkeys bicker over a bunch of ripe bananas.

‘Good morning,’ Chohan says. ‘Did you sleep well.’

‘I did Master, but what are you doing.’

Chohan has been watching a flock of crows, hopping about with heads awry and beady eyes askance. Crows can be found almost everywhere, but they are not only interested in food scraps; they love anything that glitters. 

Chohan removes a small bag from his pocket and offers it to Govinda. 

‘They’re little seed pearls. Scatter them around and see what happens.’

Govinda does so, only to find himself laughing out loud. A prize is on offer, and crows are coming from everywhere. 

‘Crows are a lot smarter than they look.’

‘But Master, what do they want with pearls?’

‘They usually carry them to the top of a building and watch as they roll down the roof, but if you look closely, you will see something very useful.’

‘A hungry serpent has them in its sights.’

It slithers through the grass, propels itself into the air and strikes out, but the crows are ever watchful. A flurry of squawking follows, and all that remains of the cobra’s early morning meal are a few feathers floating in the air. 

‘That’s one way to find a cobra but it’s not the only way,’ Chohan says. ‘If you are to be a snake charmer Govinda, you must learn how to catch a snake first.’

At any hour of the day, the jungle is alive with the sound of birds and birdsong. After breakfast, they investigate an enormous white anthill in the middle of a field, and then watch closely as a flock of noisy parakeets fly overhead.

Very few people know the song of a thrush from a blackbird or a croaking frog from a toad. Chohan points out things of interest, a colony of beaver birds building a nest, the song of a golden oriole, an orange woodpecker, a turquoise kingfisher, and a golden sunbird hovering above a flower. 

‘A snake charmer must have a knowledge of the creatures of the forest, and not just those that creep, crawl or burrow,’ Chohan says. 

‘Listen closely and you will hear something in the undergrowth.’

‘What is it, Master?’

‘It’s a palm cat but it’s actually up there in the crest of that coconut tree.’

‘Kings of times past used cobras to protect their treasure houses and they are often found in pairs.’

With a forked stick in hand, he removes a sleepy cobra from its nest, holds it up to his face, looks it in the eye and kisses it on the nose.

‘It is not just the fangs of which you must be wary, it is the death giving gland in the mouth.’

‘When the flesh is pierced, the poison enters the bloodstream. For a small animal, death is instantaneous, but for a man, it can take a little longer.’

‘You can remove the gland, but the cobra will not live for much longer after that.’
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The fabled land of Sinhala was once the home of over one hundred and sixty-five kings and queens. And on one occasion, they spend the night in the remains of an ancient city called Anuradhapura.

It’s a faded reminder of the might and glory of the old empire and in times long gone, it was a vast and mighty metropolis, but now it’s buried beneath centuries of jungle growth and fifteen feet of soil. 

Mighty monoliths inscribed with the deeds of ancient kings have long since been consumed by a tangle of roots and vines, and even the great stone temples, palaces, monasteries, shrines, and bathing pools have all but disappeared. 

And it is here that you will find the most venerated tree in all of Sinhala, an ancient fig known as the Bodhi Tree. This is the very same tree under which Buddha found enlightenment and it is believed to be over two thousand years old. 

‘Master, are there ghosts around here?’ Govinda says.

‘Yes, this was once a thriving and a most exceptional city in every way.’ 

Chohan describes its splendours and Anuradhapura comes magically to life.

‘Behold the mighty gate and the city that once rose like a flower in a desert. The walls of the palace were surrounded by stately palms and gardens.’

‘But the most impressive building of all was the great Dagoba, a temple that rose over 260 feet into the air.’

At any time of the year, the paddy fields are a hotbed of mosquitoes, so the next morning they take a shortcut through the jungle instead. 

An hour later, Chohan stops in his tracks when he hears the sound of hysterical elephants and the smell of burning flesh. 

They leave the barrow behind and creep along like hunters on the prowl, and wherever they look it’s apparent that the undergrowth has been trampled underfoot.

‘An elephant kraal,’ Chohan says. ‘It’s just as I suspected.’

‘This could be dangerous Govinda. Stay close.’

Elephant hunting is a repulsive past-time but elephant baiting is even worse. The poor creatures are subdued by any means at all and locked away in huge enclosures called kraals. 

Elephants have roamed the length and breadth of Sinhala for centuries, but elephant hunting has become a very lucrative business over the last few years.

Hidden deep in the forest, they come upon a stockade, and just inside the gates is a mound of burning flesh. The stench is overpowering and it’s driving the other elephants mad.

‘Barbarians,’ Chohan cries. ‘Another vile sport is about to begin.’

An overweight man with a German accent barks out an order, while a group of wild-eyed coolies herd the terrified animals into the stockade.

‘What are they going to do?’ Govinda says.

‘Kill them, but not if I have anything to do with it.’

‘Stay here and do not move. I will be back in a few minutes.’

A dozen grizzly-looking outlaws have been taunting an old cow until every muscle in her body starts to convulse. Unable to take any more, she drops to the ground with an enormous thump.

They are stopped in their tracks by a flash of blinding light. The gates are torn from their hinges and when the smoke finally clears, a man in a black turban and long black robe steps forward.

‘There is no place in this world for such heartless cruelty,’ he roars. ‘Now taste the fruits of your labours.’

Chohan raises his hand and dozens of cobras appear from everywhere. The men are surrounded on all sides but they are no match for a creature that can kill on sight. 

The cobras strike out in rapid succession, and a few seconds later, they are rolling around and gasping for breath. 

Their faces turn red and then purple, and with one final spasmodic jerk, their horrible lives fritter uselessly away. 

These are men who have raped, pillaged, and ravaged their way across darkest Africa and then trained their sights on Asia. 

Chohan releases the elephants, burns the krall to the ground, storms off into the forest and doesn’t even bother to look back. 

‘I have seen their kind a thousand times before,’ he says. ‘This world will be a better place without them.’
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Govinda used to watch the potter at his wheel, but he never expected to end up as a snake charmer, and he never realised that the jungle could be such a dangerous place. 

Chohan is obviously distressed by such an experience, and the next day he spends hours in a state of contemplation. Govinda has never seen his Master like this before, and when he does eventually speak, it is not until late afternoon.

‘If you ever do anything like that Govinda, it tears away a piece of your soul.’

‘You saw what happened, didn’t you?’

‘I did Master.’

He saw something that he will never forget. He saw what his master really could do, but he also saw a cobra in action. He saw them strike and then strike again, but he will never forget the look of horror on the faces of those men. 

‘However, word will soon spread. I think we should get as far away from here as possible.’

‘Where are we going Master?’

‘Up into the mountains.’

They head off with all haste, with their two-wheeled barrow in hand, and Kosala following along behind. The woods are alive with the hum of bird life and the almost deafening sound of cicadas. 

They leave the forest far behind and venture up a long winding path on the edge of a precipitous ravine, and several hours later, they reach the high mountain plains.

Visible in the distance is a vista of undulating hills, and beyond that is a natural pyramid which towers over the landscape, the almighty mountain known as Adam’s Peak. 

They head for the foothills and follow a descending path that leads to the door of a cave. And as soon as Govinda steps through, it is only to find himself in an enormous underground cavern. 

‘I call this The Cave of the Ancients,’ Chohan says, ‘and you will soon see why.’ 

He lights a series of torches attached to the walls, and a few moments later, Govinda sees a sight such as he has never seen before.

Decorating the cave from one end to the other are faded murals that have long since lost their lustre and stories written in a long-forgotten language.

‘What is this place?’ he says.

‘It’s a temple of sorts, a sacred space.’

‘You see, at some point in the distant past, the Earth was inhabited by a different race of people.’

‘What happened to them Master?’

‘A great cataclysm devoured every continent and they disappeared into the ocean, but others rose to take their place. Many people lost their lives but some survived and ended up in other lands.’

‘Were you one of them Master?’

‘I was, but my people are long gone now, and I am the only one left.’ 

‘This beautiful land of ours has a long and ancient history, but it has also been an attraction to rogues, thieves and invaders from other lands.’

‘Do you know anything of its history Govinda?’

‘No Master, I do not?’

‘Well, we have had a very long day, but before we eat, I think you should bathe in that pool over there, and then I will tell you a story.’

Govinda’s education is in the hands of a master and he would love to click his fingers and start a fire, but that is not the sort of education he agreed to. 

It was a long and strenuous climb up the mountain path, and after he has bathed, Govinda is far too tired to even think about food. He curls up beside Kosala, and before long, they are both fast asleep.

Govinda is not the first orphan whose life has been changed by Chohan and he will not be the last. In a few years, he will travel the roads of Sinhala by himself, but after breakfast the following day, his education begins in earnest.

‘There are several ways to protect yourself from a cobra bite,’ Chohan says as he removes a black stone from his pocket. 

‘Do you remember this?’

‘I do Master, but it doesn’t look like it could save a life.’

‘It saved yours but you must learn how to use it first.’

‘Now, hold it between your thumb and forefinger so that the cobra can see it clearly, and then move it around in a circular motion.’

Govinda watches closely as the cobra concentrates on the stone, and before long it’s fast sleep.

‘That is a very good trick Master, but what did I just do?’

‘You made it drowsy, and it fell asleep.’

‘Where did you learn that?’

‘Now, that is a very good question. After the floodwaters receded, there were snakes all over the place, dangerous ones mostly.’

‘One day, I encountered a leopard that had been cornered by a cobra and I had to distract it so that it wouldn’t turn on me.’

‘So, what did you do Master?’

‘I used an old trick that I learnt in the temple. The high priest often went into a trance but he never did so alone. Another priest held a highly polished diamond in front of his face and moved it around ever so slowly.’

‘So, I searched around and found a stone to divert the cobra’s attention.’

‘And did it work?’

‘Not at first, but it did eventually.’

‘Can you do that to people, Master?’

‘Yes, you can, but only if they are susceptible to the power of persuasion. Otherwise, it is a waste of time.’

‘Would it work on me?’

‘I have no doubt about that at all Govinda.’

‘Now, another way to hypnotise a snake is to play a very slow, soporific melody on the flute.’

‘I will try that, Master.’

Govinda removes the lid from a basket and plays a barely audible monotonous tune, and then watches with interest as the cobra succumbs to the intoxicating power of music.  

‘It works Master.’

‘You will make an excellent snake charmer, Govinda, once you have had a bit more practice.’
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Govinda spends the next few days rehearsing for his first ever public performance, but at night he is happy to sit back and listen to one of Chohan’s stories. 

‘That was a very good story too Master, but please tell me another one.’

‘Okay, I will tell you about an elephant called Kandula.’

‘Now, on the day that a certain queen gave birth to twin boys, a miracle happened.’

‘What’s a miracle master?’

‘A miracle is when something amazing happens. You have already experienced a miracle, Govinda.’

‘I have. When was that?’

‘Remember the white elephant that saved your life. That was a miracle.’

‘Ah, yes.’

‘Miracles are like magic, you could say.’

‘So, what was the miracle, Master?’

‘A ship from a faraway land docked at the harbour with a present for the queen.’

‘What sort of present was it, Master?’

‘You may not believe it Govinda, but it was an elephant clad in golden armour and beautiful gems.’

‘Was it a spirit elephant, Master?’

‘No, it was a real elephant. The king passed away many years later, so his first-born son claimed the right to rule. However, his twin brother Tissa didn’t like that idea at all.’

‘He wanted the throne for himself, so he kidnapped Kandula and took refuge in a palace on the top of a mountain.’

‘Gamani was not about to submit to his brother’s demands, so they met on the field of battle.’

‘But when Gamani saw Tissa riding his favourite elephant, he leapt from his horse, knocked his brother to the ground, and took his place on Kandula’s back.’

‘Did his brother die Master?’

‘No, Kandula raised himself up on his back legs and threw Gamani to the ground, and then raced back to Tissa and they made a triumphal return to the palace.’ 

‘And is that the end of the story, Master?’

‘No, it’s not. Many years later, a war broke out with a wicked king called Damilas who ordered his army to destroy the temples and plunder the sacred relics.’

‘Tissa sent warriors to destroy Damilas but that was no easy task. You see, Damilas lived in a stronghold surrounded by lofty walls and deep trenches.’

‘Dressed in his war armour, Kandula charged the stronghold and destroyed the iron gate. Unfortunately, his armour could not protect him from buckets of red-hot iron.’

‘Did Kandula die Master?’

‘No, he did not, but for his bravery, Tissa made him a Lord of the Realm.’

‘Is that the end of the story Master?’

‘Not quite.’

‘Kandula fought by Tissa’s side in thirty other battles, and when the land was finally at peace, he retired to the good life. Kandula had over one hundred slaves at his beck and call and spent the remainder of his days wandering through the city.’

‘And when he did eventually die, he was given a most extraordinary and very memorable funeral.’

‘That was a good story too, Master.’
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‘If you are to become a celebrated snake charmer Govinda, you must learn how to control seven cobras at once.’

‘Is that possible Master?’

‘That is the thing for which you will become famous, but I know a secret that no one else knows.’

‘And what is that Master?

‘Let’s just say that it’s a gift, one that will give you the power to talk to a cobra.’

‘Oh, that could be useful.’

‘Cobras are not just snakes, Govinda. They are gods that must be treated with respect. And even though they cannot hear, they do understand.’

‘Now, take a cobra from a basket, hold it up to your face, gaze deeply into its eyes and then kiss it on the nose.’

Govinda does so but somewhat hesitantly. ‘But how do I speak to it?’

‘Like this,’ Chohan says, as he taps him lightly on the head. 

A tingling sensation ripples up his spine, and for the first time in his life, Govinda sees the world through very different eyes. 

‘Come forth my friend and stand before me as you really are,’ Chohan says. 

‘You have a task to complete, but you do not have to do it alone. I will be there whenever you need me. Do you understand?’

‘I do Master, but tell me. Why are we surrounded by a golden light.’

‘That is the light of the Kundalini. It’s a serpent of a different kind, you could say.’

‘The Kundalini is an energy that resides at the base of your spine, but once activated, it travels up your spine.’

‘It is truly a miracle Master. I feel like I am in heaven?’

‘In a sense, you are. You have one foot in this world and one in the next.’

‘But why have you shown me this?’

‘You can now talk to a cobra, but if you look into its eyes and kiss it on the nose, it will be yours to command.’ 

‘However, Govinda, you cannot keep a cobra for too long. The fangs grow back after they have been removed and that makes them dangerous.’

‘That’s a very good secret too Master.’

‘It is, but you must know this as well. A cobra does not react to the flute but to the vibration of sound. It reacts because it wants to strike out at the snake charmer.’

‘What is a vibration, Master?

‘It’s an energy that exists inside of everything, like the rocks and trees and water. You cannot see vibrations, but sometimes you can feel them.’

‘You see, hidden inside your body is a very powerful organ called a heart, and your heart sees all and knows all, and it will tell you immediately if something is good or if it’s bad.’

‘Like the feelings that you had for achchie, for example. That is a very special vibration called love.’

‘Think of it like this. If you encounter a dog wagging its tail, your heart tells you that it’s a good vibration, and it means that the dog is friendly.’

‘But if the dog is barking angrily, your heart tells you that it’s not friendly and it’s time to get out of there.’

It’s the same with people. If someone has good vibrations, your heart knows about it immediately, and it definitely knows if they are mean or cruel or evil.’

‘Like those men who killed the elephants.’

‘Yes, Govinda. That is exactly what I mean.’
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Govinda is about to make some money, and his first performance will be in the seaside village of Negombo. It’s a balmy night, the sun has set, the lights of Negombo are visible in the distance and the aroma of cinnamon wafts through the air. 

After dinner, they sit on the beach and watch as a phosphorescent light cavorts across the waves like a pair of ghostly hands.

Govinda is now a young man of fifteen, but he is no longer a beggar boy, nor does he wear a faded sarong. He is well fed and healthy and spends his time in the company of a man who has gone out of his way to give him a purpose in life.

Snake charmers wander from one place to another, and it’s not always easy to make ends meet. That could have been Govinda’s fate if it had not been for Chohan. 

On this occasion, he will have a talented accomplice by his side. Kosala is no stranger to the stage. Whereas he will be wearing a jeweled collar around his neck, Govinda will be dressed like a prince of the realm.  

The bazaar is a hive of activity and the aroma of spices wafts through the air. The marketplace has exotic fruits and fabrics, a myriad of precious gems and hand-carved boxes but there are just as many soothsayers. 

A rather large fortune-teller dripping with bracelets steps forward and offers to read Govinda’s palm. 

‘Your future is not a mystery to me,’ she says.

Govinda just bows his head and smiles, but her companion, a beautiful young gypsy girl with copper coloured skin and vibrant brown eyes is immediately attracted to Govinda.

‘This is no ordinary love potion,’ she says as she dangles a little bottle in front of his face. ‘It has the power to make a woman swoon at the sight of a handsome man.’

‘I won’t need that, but thank you all the same.’

‘It wouldn’t hurt,’ she says. 

The moment of truth is almost at hand, so Kosala steps forward and barks loudly to get everyone’s attention. Chohan places an oversized basket on a colourful rug, and with a small gong in hand, he makes an announcement. 

‘Ladies and gentlemen, boys, and girls, gather round and prepare to be amazed. Govinda the Magnificent is a snake charmer like no other.’

‘He has travelled across stormy seas with his companion, Kosala the wonder dog, and not one, but three little messenger birds.’

He throws a handful of powder onto the fire which erupts into a puff of black smoke. Govinda steps forward and looks resplendent in a red and gold turban, a red vest, loose-fitting pants, and his mother’s golden earrings. 

He bows politely, makes himself comfortable, places the flute to his lips and plays a slow and haunting melody. A sinuous blue and gold cobra rises out of the basket, peers around carefully, and then strikes out this way and that. 

And to the delight of the audience, Kosala races around, barking loudly, and manages to avoid one fatal bite after another. 

Moments before the cobra turns its gaze on Govinda, three busy little messenger birds come to his rescue. They are brave-hearted creatures renowned for their speed and daring. 

Messenger birds fear nothing at all, and to the delight of the bystanders, they dart around trying to tempt the cobra with a bite-sized delicacy.

The tempo of the music changes, and as soon as the cobra starts to sway languidly from side-to-side, Govinda returns it to the basket. 

And for his efforts, he receives a hearty round of applause, but to everyone’s surprise, Kosala walks around with a begging bowl in his paws. 

‘It worked Master. I got it right this time.’

‘You did indeed. Well done, my boy.’

It was a captivating performance, especially for the young gypsy girl. She could not take her eyes off Govinda, and accompanied by a couple of talented musicians, she starts to sing and her voice travels through the air like a solitary wind whispering in the night.
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Over the next three years, Govinda performs in the markets of every town and village in the land but just before he turns eighteen Chohan takes him to Colombo. 

It’s a three-day walk through the outskirts of the city, along dusty roads, an endless sea of poverty and a sea of mud brown huts plastered with mortar. 

Chohan’s house is an isolated bungalow several miles from the fashionable Cinnamon Gardens, a pleasure ground that’s popular with wealthy Europeans, all of whom live in elegant houses nestled amongst exotic gardens. 

‘The charm of my house lies in the fact that it has an excellent view of the ocean,’ Chohan says. ‘The owner died of complications, and I acquired it for a song, shall we say.’

‘Is that all you had to pay for it.’

‘Not entirely, but more of that later.’

‘The house was believed to be haunted. People said they heard sounds in the night and saw demons perched on the roof.’

‘Apparently, the owner was jilted by a beautiful woman, so he embezzled her father’s gold and hid it in the house.’

‘He took his life not long after, but his neighbours believed that he was haunting the house as a ghost.’

‘And was he?’

‘I decided to spend a night just to see what was going on, and discovered that there was a zoological reason for the rumours.’

‘And what does that mean?’ 

‘It means that they were mostly bipeds and quadrupeds, creatures with two legs or four.’

‘The ghost was nothing but a tomcat. The demons were bandicoots and the pest on the roof was a flying fox.’

‘The gardens were as wild as a mad woman’s hat and that suited me fine. It meant that no one would come anywhere near the place.’

‘But you will like what you see, and you can stay here whenever you like.’

Situated on the edge of the bay where the river meets the sea, the house is of ample proportions with a verandah on all four sides. It was not as bad as it sounded, not until twilight, a time of day that engenders thoughts of another nature. 

After they have eaten, they take a seat on the verandah, and watch closely as a purple light dances across the ocean. 

‘Govinda, I have something to tell you.’

‘And what is that Master?’

‘My work is done and I will be leaving soon.’

‘But why Master? Where are you going?

‘I have things to do, but you are a man now and there’s a wonderful life waiting for you out there.’

Govinda realises that this will be their last evening together, but when the brooding wings of night sweep over the landscape he is engulfed by an almighty sense of despair.

‘You have been like a father to me,’ he sniffles.

‘And you have been like a son to me,’ Chohan says. ‘But one day soon, you will meet the love of your life, and you will be the father of a beautiful little girl.’

‘Now, that is something to look forward to, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it is,’ Govinda says.

‘Let’s go down to river as I have something to show you.’

Govinda gets down on his knees and peers into the depths of the water, and a few minutes later, he sees a face looking back at him.

‘Now, what do you see,’ Chohan says.

‘It’s that gypsy girl from Negombo.’

‘Well, that’s the woman you will marry, which means that one day you must return to Negombo.’

‘In that case, I will. She’s very beautiful, isn’t she?’

‘She certainly is.’

‘But Master, I can see a little girl as well. Is that my daughter?’

‘Yes Govinda, but she will not be your only child.’

‘Oh Master, I cannot believe that I am going to have a family of my own.’

‘There’s a boy as well, but I will tell you about him another day.’

That night, Govinda has dreams upon dreams, and when he wakes up the following day, he feels a lot better. 

He is about to see the sights of the city, but to his dismay, Colombo has a distinct lack of spirit. It’s hot and oppressive with a very disagreeable odour and the roads are lined with bullock carts loaded down by huge bags of coal. 

Half-starved coolies stumble along with heavy loads on their backs, and sluggish, stern-faced traders skulk about like tomcats in the night.  

A shop with a display window is something that Govinda has never seen before, and he has no idea what to think about a tailor's dummy dressed in a hoopskirt with enormous sleeves. 

The emporium sells everything from a needle to a crowbar, but when he realises that it also sells guns, he just turns around and walks away.

The next day, they leave Colombo far behind and head south to the town of Galkissa. And as they wander along a quiet dusty road, Govinda is doing his best to hold back the tears. 

Chohan is all too aware of how he feels, but before he goes, he hands the barrow over to Govinda.

‘This is yours now, but when we reach the fork in the road, I will go one way and you will go the other.’

‘Will I ever see you again Master?’

‘Of course, you will, but you have something important to do. Somewhere out there is a little girl who needs a father.’

‘Make sure that you teach her everything you know, for she has something important to do.

‘I don’t want you to go Master.’

‘I will be looking after you at all times my boy, and whenever you call, I will answer.’ 

He takes him in his arms and brushes the tears from his eyes. ‘The roads are not always safe, and danger lurks around every corner.’

‘But cobras are your constant companions, and you can call
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