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			The Quest of the Five

			The next night, Iora sat all alone on the shore of the lake, throwing pebbles at the sleeping water lilies. She had not been able to figure out anything the whole day. The night air was sweet with the fragrance of evening orchids. The moon was a thin arc suspended in a cloudy sky. “Iora…” a soft voice made her turn around to see Beetle Agogwe approaching. 

			“You’re back so soon!” 

			“I was headed to trade with a tribe when one of the family birds visiting the forest told me you were bitten by a Rogue Thorn Worm. Now that is nasty. You’ve been getting into a lot of trouble lately. But by the time I come, your troubles are over.” 

			“The trouble is far from over, Beetle,” Iora sighed. She told him all that had happened. “After speaking to Hoatzin, I am sure that it was more than a dream. If only I could talk to her. Why did she leave so suddenly? My father…I hope he’s not in danger.”

			“It’s strange indeed. It could have been one of the Ghost of Yellow Leaves near your well. They’re known to be the agents of dark magic and are viler than even the Head Hunter tribe. It’s said that they’re the dead who find their way to the underworld from their graves. They need the best people from each tribe sacrificed to keep living their undead lives.” Beetle shuddered at the thought. 

			“I know. Madame Flameback told me that. What if they really need Father for a sacrifice? Grandpa and the others don’t understand. It was not a dream!” She thumped her fist on the ground. 

			“Don’t worry. We’ll do something about it.”

			“I’ve decided to leave tomorrow night,” Iora said, firmly. 

			“Leave for where? Heron has gone to the Wacky Wilderness. You can’t go there! You don’t have the training for it, and you are not even friends with any of the resident creatures.”

			“There’s no way I can get to Father on time. Grandpa says finding Father in the jungle is like catching scent in the wind. The safer bet is to find the meeting of Five, the one Hoatzin mentioned,” said Iora. “What can it be?” 

			Beetle thought aloud, “Sounds familiar, meeting of five…five…five…Oh yes! I think she was talking about the meeting of the five rivers. They fall from the five hills into Silver Lake. Perhaps you’ll get your answers there. But then, that too is in the Wacky Wilderness…”

			“So I have no choice but to go there. Alone.” 

			“That’s outrageous! Have you any idea how dangerous that place is? So many Twitters have lost their lives there that they call it Twitters’ Grave. It hides monstrous creatures. There are even a few innocent looking ones whose breath alone can kill you. Wandering spirits and forest ogres live in hidden caves. Their roars and cries can be heard in storms…Please wait for Hoatzin to return” 

			“I can’t wait! Grandpa just refuses to listen, and I can’t sit doing nothing,” she said getting up. “Tomorrow, I leave. I hope no one has heard our conversation.” She looked around realising that the resounding chirps of cicadas made it difficult to hear anything else. 

			Beetle tried in vain to persuade her and left reluctantly. 

			Iora spent the next day packing her little bag of chameleon skin with some potions and useful herbs. Objects made of chameleon skin regained their brownish-pink colour when they were not touching a living being. The bag lay like a normal one on Iora’s bed. She went to bed early. Once all was still outside, she tiptoed out of the house, a chameleon camouflage coverlet covering her from head to toe. 

			She left a message on a small bark parchment for Grandpa, saying that she had to go but would return soon. It was a dark cloudy night. Her coverlet made her invisible. She reached the closed passage to the jungle. Water fell from a crystal orchid onto a crystal bowl, like the one at the entrance outside. She lifted the bowl gently with both hands and brought it up to the crystal orchid.  

			With a soft hum, the entrance opened, and the jungle stretched before her, much darker than Twitterland. She removed the chameleon coverlet and stepped into the forest. The nightwalkers were out foraging for food on their set highways. Voices of the jungle meshed into the fabric of the night—a little quivering sound near, a harsh yell from afar. Familiar with the surrounding jungle, Iora reached the bank of the Scar-faced River quickly, where she’d seen the non-jungle dwellers a few days back. Her eyes slowly adjusted to the dim light that filtered in through the thick foliage above her. 

			“Excuse me, can anyone tell me the way to Silver Lake?” she asked a sounder of wild boars in Jungly. The animals stopped looking for shoots on the ground and lifted their snouts. No one answered, only an alert and watchful look came into their tiny eyes. A baby wild boar came forward and started sniffing her. 

			She was about to ask again when she was swept off her feet. She caught a glimpse of a dark figure jumping on the spot where she had just stood. It was a panther! The baby ran back to the herd. The panther growled on missing its prey of the tender boar as the other animals fled in fright. 

			Iora realised she was high above the ground on a big, flat branch alongside a dwarf with long hair. 

			“Beetle!” 

			“Hoo! I am glad I didn’t come late this time for a change.” Beetle smiled and let go of the vine he’d swung on to lift her up. “What would I ever tell Heron if I let you go alone? The jungle is not as friendly as Twitterland. For herbivores, you are a hunter and for carnivores, prey.  Many animals don’t speak or even understand Jungly. And, ah well, I do know a thing or two about the Wacky Wilderness.” 

			“You’re a star, Beetle!” 

			“Nah! It’s nothing. Let’s start for Silver Lake now. The easiest way is through the canopy. We’ll reach there by dawn.” 

			Iora began climbing after the Agogwe towards the treetops meeting various animals in the layers of the giant rainforest trees. 
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			The day was about to break. It was quite bright near the treetops, unlike the gloomy world below, where the night mist had not yet lifted. An endless vista of a crumpled green mattress stretched in all directions and glistened in the fresh rays of the sun. Birds of prey swooped and soared, and many other birds darted and hovered to get a morsel of food. Animals—mainly monkeys—moved about chattering, and insects sampled the nectar of blossoming flowers. Beetle brought wood apples and dragon fruits for breakfast. After having their fill, they started their journey on the canopy. They travelled for three days, with only brief periods of rest, and finally reached the foothills of Silver Lake.

			“I’ve never come so far in the jungle before,” Iora told Beetle, breathless. She was pleased with herself. 

			They came down to the forest floor, rested for some time, and ate fruits and edible flowers. Water gurgled nearby. Iora reached a rock near the river and kneeled to drink. She was stunned to see the waters curving and flowing uphill. 

			“Wow! How?” 

			“Don’t ask me, Iora. I’m not Hoatzin. We’ve entered the Wacky Wilderness and the forest will get more and more enchanting now.”

			After a long and tedious climb, they reached the top of the hill just before dusk. 

			The river cascaded into a large lake below. There were four other hills from which four rivers surged down. The smell of water was everywhere, and the roar of the falls buzzed in the ears. The froth and mist were so thick that it seemed a thousand clouds had gathered there. 

			“This is spectacular! I haven’t seen anything like this in my life.” Iora was thrilled. 

			“I travel far and wide, but this is my favourite place.”

			“It may sound strange, Beetle…” Iora looked around suspiciously, “I feel I’m being watched constantly. Think I can even fell someone’s breath on my back.” 

			“No one’s following us, Iora. Anyway, we have to trek down to reach the lake.”

			“The sound of the waterfall is like a lullaby…”

			“Yes, yes, you should have some food and then get a good night’s sleep. We’ll start tomorrow morning when we’re fresh again.”

			Beetle lit a small bonfire. After dinner, he climbed a tree and brought down large leaves with which he quickly made two semi-circular tents for the night.  

			The next morning, they woke up refreshed and started downhill alongside the frothy waterfall. It took them less time to come down than it had taken to climb up. Beetle showed her various new insects, roots and plants on the way. All through this, she couldn’t rid herself of the feeling that someone was following them. She kept looking back over her shoulder. They reached the bottom of the hill in time for the coffee time rain. The lake seemed much bigger at close quarters. They sat down in a clearing, listening to the falling water. 

			“Now what?” asked Iora.  

			“This is the meeting of the Five. I don’t know how we can find your answers here. Let’s start looking for signs in the forest after we rest for a while.” 

			As soon as they sat down, the water near the bank rippled and a mermaid emerged from the lake. Resembling a pale dead fish, her bones protruded out of her upper body and skin peeled in ringlets. She had short spiky hair and deep sockets with yellow eyes. 

			“Welcome friends… he! he! he!” She laughed in a thin, shrill voice. 

			Beetle and Iora rose slowly. They retreated when she approached them, hurling herself forward with her skeletal hands. Beetle glanced back to look for an escape and saw a huge, tilted tree whose thick roots covered a rock. Between the roots and the rock there was an opening. Just outside the opening lay small mud idols—all in the shape of snakes. 

			With a terrifying rumble, the land beneath their feet began to shake. A chunk of land around the mermaid gave way. Her horrible shrieks were drowned in the roar. 

			“Earthquake!” shouted Beetle and gestured frantically to Iora to get into the opening between the tree and the rock. They both jumped straight inside. It turned out to be a tiny entrance to a broad cave, which led underground. It was lit with lamps, and the faint sound of a flute came from somewhere down under with a whiff of wet earth. 

			“Perhaps you’ll find the answers here,” said Beetle, half-happy, half-baffled and still shaking. They both went down the lit passage.

			The tremors of the earthquake became lesser and lesser, and finally everything became still. After walking down the tunnel for a while, they reached a vast flat land as lovely as the rainforest above. There were streams, transparent rocks carved in the shape of trees, and stone huts. Numerous effervescent liquids placed in jars lit up the underground city in rainbow colours. All kinds of snakes slithered and hung around. Thin but good-looking, yellow-skinned people moved about and smiled at each other perpetually, wearing clothes of discarded snakeskin. A boy played the flute below a snake idol.

			“Interesssssting …Who would you be?” hissed a large, yellow-striped snake just above their heads, its flickering tongue touching their hair. Beetle almost lost his voice.

			“I am Iora, and this is Beetle, but who are you and who are these people?” Iora asked with all the confidence she could muster.

			The snake hissed, coiling around Beetle, “You musssst have heard about the Ghossssts of Yellow Leavessss.”
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			The Ghosts of Yellow Leaves

			Beetle nearly fainted and would have fallen to the ground had he not been in the snake’s coil. Iora stood stunned, staring into the snake’s eyes. The people close by stopped smiling and the boy put his flute down. 

			“What are you doing here?” the snake hissed at Iora. 

			She clenched her chameleon skin bag. “I have come to save my father from your clutches! I can’t fight you, so I offer myself as the sacrifice instead of my father.” 

			“Well, in that case I’ll accept you as the ssssacrifice,” said the snake, easing its grip around Beetle and approaching Iora. 

			“Sir, this is no joke,” said an elderly man coming forward. 

			“Such a spoil ssssport you are, Vipero, denying an old snake an eassssy meal.” The snake slithered away from the group. 

			Beetle stood rooted to the same spot. 

			“What’s the matter, child? What are you talking about and what are you doing here?” 

			“Are you really the Ghosts of Yellow Leaves?” Iora asked, adjusting her chameleon bag. 

			“Yes, that’s what the jungle people call us. But we just call ourselves ‘The People’.”

			“Oh, well…I don’t know if you’re the same people I’ve heard about…” Iora looked around doubtfully. 

			These smiling people were far from menacing and Iora thought she could tell them the truth. She hesitated for a moment and then sat on a quartz bench with Beetle by her side. All the people and snakes gathered around her as she narrated the series of happenings. 

			After she finished, Vipero said, “We have nothing to do with what you’ve told us. But I am not surprised that we’ve been linked yet again with such a story.”

			“Who are you then?” asked Iora. 

			“We’re very much alive and not ‘the buried dead’ as other jungle people like to believe. We used to live in the jungles like any other tribe. Until one morning after a moonless night, around fifty sun years back, a few young men of our tribe went to gather herbs around Silver Lake. They witnessed something awful—the twisted bodies of two of our fellow People. One of them was already dead and the other was breathing his last. It seemed the lake had frozen the night before and was now thawing. The trees around the lake had shriveled. The last words of the boy before he died were, ‘That young Twitter Cooo…’ 

			“Mysteriously, the day after this incident, rumours floated around the forest that we had invoked the dark forces. Everyone started suspecting our skin colour, which resembled dead yellow leaves. It became difficult for us to live in the jungle. Most of the creatures, plants and tribes turned against us. The Amazons started hunting us, Agogwes let venomous insects on our young, Head Hunters made at least one trophy every day out of our people’s heads… 

			“Finally, we went to the Animal Angel for help. He handed us to the guardianship of snakes. The snakes have been our friends ever since and they’ve allowed us to build our city underground in their own homes.”

			“Unbelievable…” Iora, who was listening to the tale in rapt silence, croaked a reply. 

			“I am appalled to hear this,” said Beetle, who had found his voice again. “But what had happened to the two Ghosts of Yello… I mean the two People who were killed and the lake?”

			“He cannot ansssswer, because he does not know,” said an old snake. 

			The heavily wrinkled snake smiled at them making his face look like a crumpled, half-dried leaf. “Only the five jungle Angelssss can do these people justice by clearing their name…” he said. “I have known them for more than a century and no race is more docile in the entire wilder lands.”

			“What did you say?” said Iora, jumping to her feet. 

			“That they are the most docile…”

			“No, not that. There are five forest Angels! Of course…  It must have been the meeting of the Five Angels that Hoatzin had mentioned!” 

			“If the Five Angels come together, they can desssstroy the dark forces of the forest. I am not sure, but it is possible that dark forces are at work again,” hissed the old snake and sneezed. 

			“Then I must meet them before the next moonless night when someone has plotted to kill Father. But where can I find them?” 

			“That’s not an easy task, little Twitter. The meeting of Five is perhaps jusssst a legend,” said the snake, sizing up Iora and Beetle. 

			“But I’ll try. They are Angels, after all. Why wouldn’t they listen to the inhabitants of their own forest?” 

			“Well, in that case… we only know where the Animal Angel resides and can give you directionssss,” said the old snake. “But you should start tomorrow. Tonight, you can be our guestssss.”

			Iora looked at Beetle and he gave a tentative nod. 

			The boy resumed playing the flute and was joined by a girl with seven crystal bowls full of water. They emitted melodious notes as she clinked them with two crab claws. 

			Dinner was served near a stream. Beetle and Iora could hardly swallow the earthworm soup or the fly-eye custard. But what they found the most appalling was the crunchy dung beetle pudding! Secretly, Beetle was still a little bit afraid of the Ghosts of Yellow Leaves and didn’t have the courage to refuse the food.

			Next morning, the old snake gave directions to reach the Animal Angel. Beetle and Iora used the same tunnel to come out of the underground city and reach the lake. A large piece of the bank had been washed away by the previous evening’s earthquake, but some grass had already sprouted on the bare, broken ground. The tunnel at the base of the tree was unharmed as the roots held the earth in a tight grip. Beetle was tired of memorising the complex directions to the Animal Angel’s den. He plucked a large drawing leaf from the velvet bush and pressed his finger on the leaf to draw the directions. “Right from the Spooky Stream, down the Formidable Falls, opposite the Singing Sticks…” His finger left purple marks wherever he pressed, making a rough map on the leaf. They had to keep walking towards the north, which eventually led to the mountainous forests.  
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			As Iora walked by the side of the stream, she remained deep in thought. 

			“Which Twitter could have betrayed the jungle fifty years back? Who is the elder Twitter whose name starts with ‘Cooo’?” she asked herself.

			Just then, she heard a faint growl. “What’s that sound?” 

			“That,” Beetle grimaced and said, “is my stomach. All that dung beetle pudding! Will you wait here for five minutes? I’ll just relieve myself and come.” And with that Beetle disappeared behind a cluster of bushes. Iora sat on a rock, trying to speak to some unfriendly bees who just wouldn’t answer. 

			“Shhh… you dere…” came a grumpy voice. 

			She turned around and almost touched two mossy eyes, each the size of her skull. It was a giant chameleon with three horns protruding from its forehead. She got up hurriedly, almost falling as she retreated a few steps. 

			“You are de lucky one to be feasting her eyes on my great hart,” it said peevishly. 

			“Your great heart?” asked Iora.

			“Hart… hart… you illiterate! The one that I’ve made!” 

			“You mean ‘art’,” said Iora, squinting her eyes. 

			“Yes, one which I’ve made outh of insects’ whings. Just follow me up the tree to see it,” ordered the strange chameleon. 

			“Thank you. But I can’t come. I’m waiting for a friend.” 

			In a flash, the chameleon unfurled its long tongue that lay rolled up in its mouth and shot it towards Iora. She ducked behind a rock and slowly raised her head. The chameleon had not been aiming for her. Instead, it had snared a large hornet.

			“It was hovering righth behind you,” said the chameleon, as it swallowed the hornet in one big slurp. “So whath were you saying?” 

			“Uh… nothing,” said Iora. 

			“Follow me, up, up, up…” It lumbered up the tree. 

			Afraid that the chameleon may decide to make a meal of her next, Iora had no choice but to follow the creature. She had barely risen a few feet from the ground when she heard a warning come roaring towards her. “Out of the way! Out of the way!” 

			Within seconds, hundreds of wild boars, black as night, with four long, curved tusks came rushing on the forest floor. They ran crushing everything in their way. Any creature that was in their path would have been tossed aside.

			Iora watched in fright as the animals disappeared into the forest. “Out of the way…” their warning call floated away in the air. 

			“Iora! Iora!” Beetle called from behind the trees. 

			“I’m up here,” she answered, climbing down. 

			“Thank the Insect Angel,” sighed Beetle.

			“Let’s get out of here fast.” Iora looked up the tree where the chameleon climbed higher and higher, muttering to itself. 

			“Don’t worry, those wild hogs won’t return. Poor creatures, they’re at loose ends during the day,” said Beetle, glancing at the trampled vegetation. 

			“Not them. IT!” She pointed upward. 

			One look at the huge chameleon and Beetle grabbed Iora’s hand and hurried away. 

			He was familiar with this part of the jungle, but their pace slowed due to his upset stomach. They couldn’t move on the canopy or middle layers of the trees, and this made their progress slower. 

			“Oh, my perfectly round tummy has flattened so much,” Beetle complained, tightening his beard around his belly. Finally, the next day, he found the spear-shaped Smudgestopper flowers to treat his stomach. 

			After consuming them, Beetle felt much better. They took shelter during the coffee time rain and just before dusk, reached the spot where the Sleepy Treepy was supposed to be. 

			“I don’t have any clue of the forest past this area.” Beetle looked around and glanced at his drawing leaf. “The directions are only till this spot.”

			“Now where can this Sleepy Treepy be?” Iora looked up and down the lush vegetation. 

			“Quiet!” whispered Beetle. 

			Along with the babble of monkeys, chirrups of birds and gurgles from the stream, a regular snoring sound boomed out from beyond a small brook on their left. They crossed the brook and went in the direction of the sound, which was getting louder and louder with every step. Darkness fell and Beetle lit a torch with his firestones. A few paces away, they saw a stout tree with a broad trunk and a tuft of pinkish-grey leaves. There were brown roots hanging from it. The sound was coming from this tree. 

			“Excuse me,” said Iora, “are you Sir Sleepy Treepy?” But there was no response. 

			“Excuse me, Sir.” It was now Beetle who came forward. Still no response. 

			They waited for almost half an hour and then, finally, shouted to wake the tree up. His snoring had increased to a rattle when Iora went up to him and pulled his roots hard.

			With a snort, the tree slowly opened his woody eyes, which were on his trunk, and straightened his leaves. “Is it morning already?” he blurted in a grating voice, his mouth placed right in the middle of his tuft of leaves. 

			“It’s night,” said Iora.

			“So why did I get up?” he said, half-closing his woody eyes again. 

			“No, no, no, no…wait!” shouted Beetle. “We need your help. The Ghosts of Yellow Leaves have sent us. They said you could direct us to the Animal Angel.”

			“Oh yes, nice people…those Ghosts…” said the tree, dozing off again. 

			“Sir Sleepy Treepy! We need help with directions,” shouted Iora, shaking him with all her strength. 

			“Oh yes, directions. What directions?” replied the tree, still in a complete daze. 

			“Oh, come on!” Iora stamped her foot.

			“Ghosts of Yellow Leaves. . . directions to the Animal Angel…remember?” asked Beetle. 

			“Yes, yes, you just go in the direction of my ears…”

			“But where are your ears?” asked Iora. 

			“Why, where else can they be? Right here at the back of my eyes, the other side of the trunk.” The tree looked rather hurt. Then he continued in a drowsy voice, “In a straight line, fifty-three trees away, there’s the Leech Lake. You have to cross that. On the other side where you’ll …” Here he started slumbering off again when Iora pulled his roots. 

			“Where was I? Yes… the Leech Lake. Cross it and you’ll find the pink elephant. Go in the direction of its tail and you’ll reach the Petrified Pond. There you’ll find the Animal Angel. Now can I go back to sleep?” asked the tree, its leaves drooping.

			“Thank you very much, Sir,” said Beetle, but the tree had fallen asleep by then. 

			“We’ll spend the night here and resume our search in the morning.” Beetle plucked some leaves and made two small semi-circular huts for the night. 

			The next morning, they started before the first rays of sun had penetrated the thick jungle canopy. The night-time vapour pall had not lifted, and the forest was like a sauna. It buzzed with animal activity. The animals in the early morning hours, Iora observed, were usually half-asleep and dim-witted, unlike the alert night animals. A monkey came and sat next to Beetle and looked at him while they had their breakfast. He kept moving its head to see what Beetle ate. Beetle didn’t mind sitting next to it even when it started to pull his beard, which was wrapped around his waist. He lost his temper and chased it with a stick when the monkey bit his toe, having failed to loosen Beetle’s tightly draped beard. 

			They counted fifty-three trees and reached an abyss—a steep drop into the ground. A frail bridge made of hanging lianas was tied across it. 

			“I guess we have to cross this,” said Beetle, “but it seems fragile and has lots of gaps. You’ll have to watch my step and place your feet carefully.”

			“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. Father has taught me to walk on liana bridges.”

			Beetle gave her a terse nod and set foot on the bridge. He shrieked and fell backwards on the ground. 

			“What’s wrong?” Iora ran towards him. 

			She caught a glimpse of what Beetle had seen and gasped. Just below the tied lianas, the chasm was filled with gigantic leeches standing in their customary U-shaped curve, occasionally straightening up, and lifting their sucking mouths towards the bridge. 

			 “How are we supposed to cross this, Beetle?”

			“We’ll have to dare it, Iora. Guess there’s no other way to reach the Angel.”

			“Let’s do it then,” said Iora. 

			“Wait! I’ll go first, and you can follow close behind. It’s not that long… we can cross it. The leeches’ mouths are not really reaching the bridge.” Beetle set his foot on it. He advanced slowly, balancing himself, one step at a time. The lianas swayed gently, and he could hear the slurps and slushes below. The leeches had no eyes, no ears, nothing but gaping mouths on the black, slimy bodies. 

			Iora followed him, placing her feet cautiously. They were almost on the other side when a leech straightened itself fully and its mouth nipped just below Beetle’s feet. Frightened out of his wits, Beetle lost his grip on the bridge and slipped.  

			His flaying hand caught a liana hanging loosely below the bridge. Iora, who had been watching in horror, swiftly bent forward and caught his hand. The bridge began to shake violently and before she could pull him up, and she too lost her balance and slipped. She managed to grab another hanging liana. The leeches now detected movement and food. They piled below them, stretching and striving to reach the dangling bodies. 

			Beetle tried to reach Iora and lift her back onto the bridge but only made it worse for himself. Iora’s grip loosened. 

			“Owlus!” cried Beetle looking at Iora. 

			“What?” Iora wheezed, the scent of moist earth filling her nostrils. “The last person to think of at this time!” She struggled to avoid the leeches’ mouths, which were almost touching their legs. 

			“And I may
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