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if we are faithless, he remains faithful—

for he cannot deny himself.

—2 Timothy 2:13
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​CHAPTER 1
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THE DINING HALL IS bustling. I pause in the doorway to observe them, taking advantage of the fact that no one has noticed my arrival yet. 

A row of servants in coarse jubah line a wall, holding trays laden with steaming, hot food; others circulate around the tables with jugs of wine and juice. Nobles in finely embroidered jubah or silky handmade batik talk and laugh in cliques. Many of them wear various shades of blue, though none are deep enough to imitate the royal Bayangan blue I’m draped in. 

At the main table, my Ayah frowns at some papers, unable to stop working even for a formal dinner. Beside me, my Ibu notices and makes a soft sound of annoyance. A few seats down, Azman Tuah looks up and sees us. He dips his chin in acknowledgement, nudges his great-aunt’s arm. Che Carla Tuah stops talking to look over. 

Facing the main table, the visiting troupe has set a stage—coconut trees, painted rocks, tall grass, sand?—likely a folktale, then. Han, the troupe leader, leans forward and signals to a cluster of waiting dancers in green and brown. They disperse to their ready positions, muscles taut. Their nervous energy washes over me, a state of heightened senses, like time has slowed. 

Han’s fingers form a shape—the first note sounds, a hush falls. 

“Announcing the arrival of Baginda Paduka Raja of Bayangan, Raja Yosua ayell Garett—” 

I tune out the rest of the announcement, a string of meaningless words I’ve heard too many times over the last two years. Take a deep breath. 

Walk.

Everyone rises, heads bowed. Everything stills. 

My feet falter at the weight of their gazes. A moment later, there’s a warm hand on the small of my back. Ibu, steadying me. 

You can do this, Yos.

I smile—fake, so fake, is this who you are?—and stride across the hall to my seat at the head of the main table. When I sit, so does everyone else—and the bustle starts up again. The servants step forward, laying their mouth-watering charges—mutton rendang, peppery beef soup, chicken curry, to name a few—on the tables before us. 

Ayah puts his papers aside before Ibu can snatch them from him. She laughs, he grimaces. I roll my eyes at my parents’ antics—which good son wouldn’t? That at least makes me feel a little more normal, less on display.

The music soars as the entertainment starts and I let it wash over me, ignoring the buzz of conversation. For a short moment, I’m drawn back to older, simpler times. The rhythm of our bare feet on the ground, the leader’s beat, the soft wail of the seruling, the twanging gambus, the pounding of the kompang. We speak in unison, echoing in chorus to our leader’s call. Call and return, call and return.

Ibu’s hand on my forearm brings me back to the present.

“Where were you today, Yosua?” Ayah asks. “We were looking for you.” 

“I was out. With Azman,” I reply, picking at the food on my plate.  

He frowns as Ibu says with fond exasperation, “At the old port. In the rain. Alone. Really, Yosua.” She turns to Ayah. “You’d think he’d know better by now.”

“How was I to know it was going to rain?” I grumble.

“The rain doesn’t matter,” Ayah admonishes. “It’s not safe for you to disappear like that with no one knowing where you are. What happened to your honour guard?”

I shrug. “I wasn’t alone. Az was with me.”

Ayah glances down to where Azman sits watching the troupe play with rapt attention and sighs. “The port again? What were you doing there?”

Nothing. I stood there, remembering Mikal sailing back to Maha, watching the ship shrink into a speck, imagining I can see it dock across the straits. In these waking dreams, Ayah lets me wait until there’s nothing left on the horizon; in reality, he herded me back into the city once the ship had shrunk to the size of his palm. “I just...needed a break. Some fresh air.”

Ayah looks like he wants to say something further, but then he shakes his head and turns to watch the show. 

According to the Bayangans, the dinner theatre show is an affectation I’ve brought over from my foreign upbringing in the enemy’s court. The late Sultan Simson of Terang used to have a troupe play in the Mahan Palace every night, cycling through a stock of standard performances that spanned the history and legends of the Terang Sultanate. Here in Bayangan though, the troupes avoid Terang’s religious stories, replacing them with our own folktales. 

Tonight, they play a comedic piece about two frogs who go everywhere together until they are separated by a terrible storm. 

Azman looks over at me and sniggers. 

One frog takes shelter under a large tempurung with some other frogs. When the storm abates, the frog prepares to go out and look for his friend, but his new friends convince him to stay a little longer because of the dangers outside. So, the frog stays. Every time the frog tries to go out, the others persuade him to stay a little longer until eventually, he stops trying to leave.

Are you still trying to leave?

The second frog manages to get home through the heavy rain. Drenched through, he catches a cold that nearly kills him. Once recovered, the frog keeps putting off going out to find his friend every time there’s even one cloud in the sky. In this way, both frogs delay going out to look for each other until they die of old age, never having reunited. 

The troupe’s performance is hilarious, playing up the comedy of the situation. Laughter rings out across the hall and by the time the show—and dinner—ends, the audience is full and at ease, and the ever-present tension in Bayangan Castle seems to dissipate. 

Only my father has a strange look on his face.

“Ayah? Is something wrong?” I ask in a low voice. There’s a hum of conversation around us, mixed with laughter. Nothing threatening.

“Nothing that needs to worry you.”

I scowl at him. “What are you hiding from me?”

“Nothing.” His face goes blank, as unreadable as ever.

“I can order you to answer, you know.”

“Will you?” he snaps. “And what would you do if I refuse?”

“Ayah, please.”

He sighs. “Sorry. The meeting today didn’t go well. And with this play...”

“What’s wrong with the play? I thought it was pretty funny.”

“Did you?” He gives me that look, the one that says he’s disappointed in me.

I think back over the story, trying to see what he saw. It’s something he’s drilled me to do since I was a boy. Read the room, find the hidden messages: What are they saying without saying? They were frogs for goodness’ sake, caught in an improbable scenario. 

It still spoke to you.

If this had been Maha, I would have considered who picked the story and why—nobles often requested specific stories, either a favourite to mark a special occasion or as a way to deliver a statement to someone. But the nobles in Bayangan rarely ever make requests. I don’t think they know they can. 

There were no political undertones—not even sly messages between the performers, the way we used to signal to each other when we knew the audience didn’t know our finger code. They hadn’t even used the standard stock of hand signals that every dancer is drilled in—and every intellectual knows—to enhance the message. It was all very straightforward, no subtlety. 

As if we were idiots. 

Ayah must have seen a change in my expression, because he gives me a tight smile. “They were mocking us.”

“Why would Han do that? You know Han. We used to perform together.” Those were the easiest years of my life, when the children of Bayangan captives—including me—made up at least half of the Mahan Palace troupes. Before I was assigned to Mikal’s service at twelve and everything became complicated. 

Ayah just gives me an irritated grunt, inclining his head to someone behind me. I turn to see Han approaching our table. 

Han makes a flourishing bow as he steps close. “Tuanku, it is our honour to perform before you and your family.” He greets my parents formally as well. It all seems a little over-exaggerated, given what my father has been implying.

“Han,” I greet him, “it has been a while since you graced us with your presence.”

“Ah, Tuanku, it is a long journey to Maha and back.”

My heart races. Does he have a message for me? It’s been months since the last troupe came from Maha. “Did you perform for Mikal as well?”

“We had a three-day run there, Tuanku. Baginda Paduka did not want to let us leave.”

Those sitting nearby turn as Han’s strident voice rings out throughout the dining hall, addressing the sultan of our supposed enemy as his sovereign. Ayah’s face starts to pinch. 

“And how long will you stay and perform for us?” I ask before Han can continue.

“For as long as you would like, Tuanku.”

“Four days, maybe? Stay and perform at the Regent’s Festival.”

Han’s eyes widen. I’ve never asked him to stay more than two days before. Then again, with the festival approaching, we cannot seem to be less hospitable than the Mahans. His eyes flick around the room, sweeping over my fingers without seeming to. 

‘Not here,’ I signal with my fingers.

An easy smile falls over his face. “Of course. We will rearrange our commitments in the kampungs to allow us to stay.”

“Wonderful! Now, have your fill—I’m sure there’s plenty of food and drink for you and your troupe,” I say. ‘Come by later.’ 

“Thank you, Tuanku,” he replies, then signs back, ‘Yes. Have message.’ He bows again with a salam, holding his right hand over his heart, then backs away three steps before he turns to go. It’s a very Mahan practice for royalty, not something that the Bayangans practice.  

Han turns and is swallowed up in a crowd of admiring nobles. 

I let out a nervous huff of breath, gripping the table to steady myself. I want to run back to my room and wait for Mikal’s message, but that would be undignified.

I am halfway across the hall when Azman intercepts me. 

“You know, of all your Mahan ideas, Yosua, I think this one is the best,” he says, waving his glass in a circle.

“This one?”

“Dinner entertainment! Do you know how boring it is to just sit and talk politics all the time? At least this way, you bring some culture to the nobility. Some of them are such boors.”

I grin. “That’s not a nice thing to say about your peers, Az.”

He pretends to be solemn. “Ampun, Tuanku.”

For a moment, Azman’s apology sounds almost jeering. Ayah’s mood is setting me on edge. I look over to where he’s back to looking at his papers, Ibu clucking her tongue in exasperation. 

Stop taking offense where there is none. 

“They’re still calling you the Mahan Raja behind your back, you know,” Azman lowers his voice, “but maybe we can build you up to be a patron of the arts. ‘The Cultured Raja.’ Do you think that sounds good?”

“How do you plan on doing that?” It’s an interesting idea—if it works. If it ends up improving instead of worsening my public image.

Mikal used to be irked at not being officially recognised as the Raja Muda of Terang because he hadn’t received the Mahan gift of the Amok Strength. Yet here I am, officially crowned as Raja of Bayangan—and I still have to worry about how the people perceive me. Right before Mikal left, he acknowledged my bloodline, addressed me by my title, as uncertain as it was then—shaky as it still is now. He addressed me as an equal for the first time: Raja of Bayangan. It feels strange, this title, like I’m wearing a skin not mine, jubah tailored to another’s measurements. 

Still, it’s not those last words that echo in my thoughts. It’s what he said before that that loops in my head: I hope you discover who you need to be. 

Who do I need to be?

I miss what Azman is saying. He looks a bit disgruntled when he realises I haven’t registered a word he said. 

“I’m sorry, Az,” I say, faking a yawn. “I think our little adventure this afternoon has tired me out. I haven’t been able to concentrate.”

“I hope I didn’t make you ill by letting you ride in the rain,” he says with immediate concern.

“You? Letting me? If anything, I should apologise for dragging you out in the rain.”

“We’re lucky we didn’t get separated, like those frogs.” Azman laughs and I laugh along with him, ignoring the tension that’s coursing through my body.

Why did he bring that up? I can’t tell if he’s trying to say something about the play or if it was just an innocent comment. 

“You should stop, you know.” There is a rare gentleness in his tone. “These trips to the beach are not doing you any good. I’m saying this as a friend.” 

It’s not even to the new port, where I can pretend it’s an official inspection of sorts. Azman knows I go there to mope. “I know. Maybe one day.”

“Come on, Yosua. It’s your ex-slave you’re talking about, not your ex-lover.” 

What were we? Owner and slave? Master and servant? Best friends and enemies? Azman doesn’t understand who Mikal really is to me, how he’d been my lord and master for all my seventeen years in Maha. All he knows is what came after: that the current Sultan of Maha had once been granted to me as spoils of war by my aunt, our late Permaisuri Layla. Azman wasn’t living in the castle then, doesn’t know the wild rumours that spread as I tried to protect Mikal, tried to help him escape. Our lives were turned upside down and inside out multiple times in the span of a year. In less than a year. It felt like a decade. 

I don’t know what we are now, almost three years later, rulers of our respective kingdoms. Colleagues, Ayah suggests, or peers.

Azman grumbles at my silence. “You can’t be pining for him. Honestly!”

I don’t know how to explain it to him, to anyone, even my father. There’s a chain binding us, Mikal and I, a thrum of something unexplainable. A heavy chain of light. It’s dormant now, but it weighs on me all the same. It’s blinding in its brightness, but it coils about my heart, chaining me down. It reminds me of oaths I have never given, promises I’ve made only to myself. But I’d whispered them in the dark silence and Kudus heard me. I don’t want to think about it—or what it means—now. 

The yawn that escapes me is real. “I’m not. That said, I do think I should have an early night. Thank you, Az, for your company.”

“The pleasure is mine, Tuanku,” he replies with a bow. It’s straightforward, precise, almost military in its execution. Just a straight bending of his body at the waist, no unnecessary flourishes or waving about of his hands. 

It reminds me that he used to be a soldier—that he is still a high-ranking soldier with troops under his command, despite the fact that he’s barely a year my senior. The second son, not expected to inherit, though maybe... 

My gaze passes over his grand-aunt—Che Carla Tuah is the oldest member of the Majlis DiRaja and she has no heir. Azman’s older brother, Azett, was marked to take her place in the Majlis, but no one knows where he is or what has happened to him—he’d disappeared during the chaos surrounding Aunt Layla’s death. So now Azman is staying with his grand-aunt in the Bayangan Castle as his family’s representative at court, and my personal guard of sorts, even if it’s self-appointed. Rather like what Uncle Jeffett had been to my father when they were young. 

I have hopes that just as their relationship had blossomed into a close friendship, our friendship will keep going from strength to strength. 
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CHAPTER 2
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RELKA IS PUTTERING around my suite when I enter. He greets me with a soft Tuanku.

“Has anyone come by, Relka?” 

“No, Tuanku. Are you expecting someone?” He steps behind me to take the heavy formal jubah I wear outside my rooms, leaving me in just a thin singlet top and my loose fisherman’s trousers. It’s just another thing I hate about Bayangan—that enforced adab in everything from speech to dressing that ensures people know which level of society you’re from. It’s a battle I’ve fought—and am still fighting—with Relka and my parents, one I’m steadily losing. 

“Yes, though I’m not sure when he will come,” I reply.

“Do you wish for me to wait?”

I pull my head gear off, letting my hair fall loose down my back. “No, I’m fine. You may go.”

He hovers by my elbow. “I’ve turned down your bed, and your pyjamas are—”

“I’m fine, Relka.” I wave him away. “Thank you.”

He leaves with a quick bow of his head. 

I slump down on the cushions with a sigh. Finally, some privacy. Everywhere else I go—in the castle or out of it—I am surrounded by people: servants, sycophants, soldiers. Leaving the honour guard behind this afternoon had been no easy feat. Something I should thank Azman for. 

It should be easier to get Relka to leave, but he has this terrible need to help, as if I cannot do anything by myself. He only seems comfortable leaving when I’m in bed, but I’m not going to receive Han in my pyjamas. Fine, it’s his duty as my servant, but it was precisely this hovering that I was trying to avoid when I refused to take a slave. 

Before I can get too comfortable, there’s a light rap on the door. I jump to my feet and pull it open. Ibu steps in. 

“I didn’t expect you to still be here.” I step closer to give her a hug.

“Your Ayah and I will be heading home soon. I thought I’d say good night. We didn’t get to talk much over dinner.”

“Why don’t you stay the night?”

She smiles wryly. “You know why.”

I do. After the decades my mother spent as a hostage and servant in Maha, she’s had enough of palaces and politics. Now that she has a choice, she stays away as much as she can. I see this reflected in the way I refuse to cut my hair—distancing myself from the way we were reminded of our status, our powerlessness, by our closely-cropped hair. Even though it doesn’t make any difference here. 

And maybe because I still want to feel the Amok Strength— 

The ‘magical’ Strength from Kudus that I’m not supposed to have. I push the thought aside. 

“So, why did you come, Ibu?” I gesture toward a seat.

“To see you, of course,” she replies, but doesn’t move to sit.

I raise an eyebrow. “I was at your house yesterday.”

She shrugs. “Does that mean I can’t see you today? There’s no law against that, is there? Garett didn’t mention it.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t around earlier.” I’d come back from the port, drenched to the skin, to find her waiting in my suite. But by the time I showered and changed, it was time to head down for dinner. 

“Garett had a meeting with Che Carla, Che Willett, and Che Lyn, so I thought I’d accompany him. He’s worried. He won’t tell you, but I don’t think he’s making much progress on that project of yours.”

Only the three main leaders of the Majlis. “Which project? The one where I want to abolish slavery, or the one where I want to implement an easier, faster, and cheaper way to communicate with our closest allies?” 

Besides the Amok Strength in Maha, Terang has priests in Suci with the ability to talk to each other via mirrors across long distances. I don’t need a Temple in Bayangan, but I would like to have a priest stationed here who can set up those Perantaraan calls instead of waiting on letters that take weeks to arrive. 

Ibu stiffens, hands moving to grip the back of the sofa. “Not everyone thinks they’re our allies.” 

“Well, they’re not our enemies.”

“They were our enemies just three years ago.”

“We’ve moved past—I don’t—” I shut up when Ibu gives me that look.

“Yosua, not everyone can forgive like you do. You were brought up within the Mahan Palace itself, with all the privilege that entails—”

“As a Tawanan—” 

That’s what the Bayangan people term those of us who returned from Maha: Tawanan. Hostages. Like we’re not fully part of them. Like the years we spent in Maha has changed us so much that we’re now distinct from them. Maybe we are. I was born there and grew up there. But that doesn’t mean I’m any less of a full-blooded Bayangan. 

“—which means,” she interjects, “you don’t fully understand the enmity between our people.”

“You don’t hate them. Do you?” 

She does. I can tell she does by the way she doesn’t meet my eyes, by the way her fingers tighten around each other. 

“You do.” 

Ibu clears her throat and says softly, “I don’t hate Mikal. He was like a son to me. I watched him grow, I tried to teach him well, to make him see that we didn’t need to be enemies. That we were people, just like them. I think I succeeded. I know my work has borne some fruits, though we have yet to see how much, but...”

“But?” If she hates them so much, why did she and Ayah try so hard to make sure Mikal and his father were restored?

Ibu takes a deep breath, shoulders slumping as she releases it again. “But I will always remember what Simson did to me. To my family.” 

She’s told me enough times what they did, recited the names of the dead to me so I would remember them, too. She’d seen her parents killed in battle. They’d taken her and her eldest cousin when they couldn’t find Uncle Jeffett. That cousin had killed himself rather than surrender to Sultan Simson.

Her fingers ghost against the contours of my face, tracing imaginary—long-faded—bruises. I hold my breath. She pulls her hand back. “There are times that I can admit to being almost neutral about Maha and the rest of Terang now, but to think of them as allies? No, not just yet. And I am one of those who knows their Sultan personally, Yos. I know Mikal. I know how good and kind-hearted he is. I know he was genuine about ending the war and wanting to become our ally. Yet I still struggle.”  

“Ayah supports—”

“Your Ayah has a big heart and a bigger vision. He’s learnt how to push aside his emotions to make his vision of the future come to pass. He did it over and over again in Maha—even before Maha. He does it again now, for Bayangan. Not many can do that. That’s what would have made him a good Raja.”

My father, Garett Regis Baya, had once been the Raja Muda of Bayangan. He would eventually have become Raja after his father if Bayangan hadn’t fallen, if the Mahans hadn’t killed his family and taken him captive. If all that hadn’t happened more than twenty years ago, would Ayah now be Raja instead of me? Would I even exist? Maybe not. My parents had grown up together, but Ayah could have married any one of the many other eligible ladies in court. 

There’s no point playing what-ifs. What’s done is done. What is now is. 

“With all the work he’s doing, Ayah should just have accepted the crown.” It comes out sounding whinier than I intended. “I’m not complaining. He’s helping a lot! I’m just...it just makes me feel useless, you know?”

Ibu nods. “His vows...”

I know Ayah’s vows. They lie as heavily on him as the Amok Strength does on me. Unwanted and unexpected, yet unbreakable. With Sultan Simson dead, I thought his vows would have ended, but he’s still loyal to that line, to the Mahan throne. 

“Please, Yos, be careful.”

“Yes, Ibu. I will be.” I bend forward, clasping her hand and raising it to my forehead. 

She kisses me on the brow. And then she leaves, leaving me unsettled. 

––––––––
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THERE’S A KNOCK ON the door and I hurry to open it. It’s only Relka again, carrying a tray. 

“Ampun, Tuanku, I thought you would need drinks for your guest.”

I step aside. He places the tray, which has a tall jug of iced rose syrup and a couple of glasses, on the side table in my living room.

“Thank you, Relka.”

He leaves again, closing the door behind him. I pace as I wait, wondering what news Han has for me. The anticipation is making me sweat, just like the jug. 

I jump when a knock finally comes at the door. 

Han slips in quickly. He glances around the room then slumps onto the waiting sofa. “Urgh, I hate nobles. And the court. All this schmoozing and politicking and sucking up.”

I chuckle as I pour out two glasses of syrup. 

“Sorry.” He pulls himself upright. “Tuanku, I—”

“Han, it’s just me.”

He eyes me for a while then shrugs. “Doesn’t hurt to be careful. I never know if you’ll have changed the next time I return.”

I snort. “You call that being careful?”  

“Hey, I mean, I was relatively sure you would understand.” His smile wavers a little. “You do, don’t you?”

“Yeah. Is it harder here or back in Maha?”

“In Maha, I know what to expect. I’ve been playing to that crowd ever since I was seven. It hasn’t changed even with the handover to Sultan Mikal. He’s a known factor. Here?” Han throws up his hands. “Who knows what they’re thinking? Who knows what will trigger them?”

I lean forward as I ask, “So what was the true message of today’s performance? That the Bayangans are simple, uncultured fools who don’t appreciate art?”

He gives me a wry smile and shrugs. “Tell me, O Great Raja of Bayangan, who besides you understands what we do?”

I try not to smile. “My father. Ayah thought you were mocking us. Mocking me.”

Han groans. 

“So tell me, Han, which am I? The frog under the tempurung? Or the one afraid of the rain?” I raise an eyebrow at him, leaning back so I can watch both his face and his hands.

“Neither. It wasn’t meant as a statement.” He has the grace to look a little guilty. “I wasn’t, Yos. I wouldn’t. You’d never invite me back again and then where would I be?”

“Living it up in Maha, I suppose. Or playing raja in the kampungs around Bayangan.” 

“Honest, Yos, I wasn’t mocking you. It was just a funny story!”

I sigh. “I know that. But only because I know you. Because you’re my friend. You are my friend, aren’t you?”

“Of course!” He looks affronted. 

“I don’t know, Han. I don’t know anymore. Are they my friends or are they just trying to curry favour? Is Az always with me because he enjoys my company, or because he’s my guard? If he’s guarding me, is it out of altruism and goodwill or to preserve his family’s standing? Do you pass messages between Mikal and me because you are a trustworthy courier and my friend, or because you want money and a way to blackmail me?”

Han looks horrified. “I think you should renounce the throne and go back to living a normal person’s life.”

“I...I can’t.” I bury my face in my hands.

“You can’t or you won’t?”

“I can’t and I won’t.” I gather my courage to look up at him again. He’s got curiosity written all over his face. I’m relieved that it’s not judgement. “Who else is there, Han? My father has refused the crown and my uncle has retired to his estate. If I step down, there’s not only going to be great unrest in Bayangan, but whoever puts themselves forward will probably start another war with Terang and we’d be right back where we started. I won’t let that happen. I can’t.”

He drinks his sweet syrup in silence, looking down at his feet. 

I didn’t mean to dump all this on him. Or on anyone, for that matter. “Anyway, what did Mikal say?”

“Sultan Mikal?” He tilts his head in confusion. “About what?”

“You said he had a message for me.”

“I said I had messages for you. I didn’t say it was from Baginda Paduka.”

“Oh.”

“But you are right. And wrong.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out two letters. “Here’s your letter from Sultan Mikal, and here’s another one from Justice Rahsia. Don’t ask me what they say—I don’t know because I haven’t read them. You can see from the perfectly intact seals that I haven’t tampered with anything.”

What would Rahsia write to me about? Of all three gifts of Kudus to Terang, His gift to the Justices of Impian—mind-reading—is the only one that unsettles me. When Rahsia came to Bayangan as a spy, I let her peer into my mind to prove myself and my intentions, but it’s not something I’d like repeated.

I narrow my eyes at Han as I take the letters. “You’re being paranoid.”

“Yeah, accusations of blackmail do that to me. You could accuse me of anything and throw me into jail or sentence me with whatever terrible punishment is carried out here in Bayangan and I won’t even have a Justice to defend my innocence.”

My face heats up. “I wouldn’t do that to you.” 

“Wouldn’t you? You just accused me of mocking you. And of wanting to blackmail you.”

There’s a strange look in his eyes. Guilt eats at me. I shouldn’t be mean to the very few people I’m sure are my friends. “Han—”

“Yos—” he says at the same time.

I indicate for him to continue, but he doesn’t. He goes down on his knees. I stare at him. “What are—”

“Tuanku, I’m sorry. Things change. I know we used to be friends and troupe mates, but things are different now. I apologise for the way I spoke to you and promise it will not happen again.”

“What are you doing, Han?” Is this another show? Another performance? There is a chill creeping under my skin despite the warmth of the room.

“What needs to be done, Tuanku.”

“What do you...” I watch his hands for any messages, any signals to tell me that I’m reading this wrong, that he’s doing it because he thinks we’re being spied on. There is nothing. His hands are still and flat against his thighs. His skin is dry, unlike the cold beads dripping down my spine. “You’re not making any sense.”

“Ampun, Tuanku. Your servant is ever ready to obey.” 

I can only gape at him, stunned by this sudden change in attitude. 

Han salams and then backs away. He slips out of the room. 

I do not stop him. 

As much as I’ve been anticipating Mikal’s letter, it takes a long time before I can open it. My hands are shaking too much. I practice deep breathing, my thoughts spinning, hand gripping the fabric of my trousers so I won’t crush the letters before I read them. Finally, I find enough calm to proceed. 

Mikal doesn’t say much about himself. Instead, he updates me about the work of rebuilding Terang. In Maha, the Temple has been fully restored, but the Palace still needs work. Suci is also beginning to rebuild. The priests are working on studying Nek Ramalan’s last vision before her death and trying to restore the records that were lost in the sacking of Suci. The new Secretkeeper, the second one in two years, is not skilled enough yet to pull Memories as and when she needs them like Nek could. She—it’s always a she—is still sorting through the Memories. It’s been a hard transition. Mikal doesn’t say who, doesn’t mention names. None but the Terang Triumvirate and the Majlis Maha are supposed to know the identity of the Secretkeeper and I’m no longer Mikal’s secret confidante. 

I let the letter drop. Mikal feels distant in a way that he hasn’t been in ages. 

I turn to Rahsia’s letter. More of a note, really. It’s just two sentences. 

Beware traitors. War is coming and you must stand in the gap.

I spend the night tossing and turning in bed. ​​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER 3
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​EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, Relka informs me that Uncle Jeffett has come to visit. Ever since his self-imposed exile to some remote kampung in the farthest reaches of Bayangan, Uncle Jeffett has only travelled to the city three times. 

The first time, right after he’d turned down the throne and renounced his right for revenge, was for the war trial regarding the sacking of Suci. The second time was for my eighteenth birthday and coronation just a little over two years ago, when I assumed the throne. The last was to defend my right to the throne when the matter was called into question at the agitation of a small group of merchants. 

He greets me with a bone-crushing hug. “You’ve lost weight,” he says, eyes narrowing. “Haven’t you been eating?”

“I’m eating fine, Uncle. How are you?”

“Old. Everything aches. But you haven’t answered my question, Yosett.”

Uncle Jeffett is the only one who still insists on using the Bayangan name Aunt Layla bestowed on me. Ayah’s breaking with tradition by naming me using Maha’s patronymic systems is a bigger problem to my uncle than the fact that I bear the name of Terang’s most famous Sultan—it means Ayah is now the last to carry the Baya family name, the very name our kingdom was named for. Aunt Layla had renamed herself Regis Ishi after Jeffett, who had raised her. She’d also died childless after Sultan Simson brought down the Court House and Mikal killed her in the ensuing duel. I don’t bother to correct him any longer. It will just start an argument that no one will win and neither of us will compromise on. 

“I did answer your question. I have been eating.”

He scowls at me. “But you’re losing weight.”

“Now that wasn’t a question.” I laugh. “It’s nothing, Uncle. It’s been a little stressful lately, that’s all. But let’s talk over breakfast.”

Relka brings up two servings of roti with chickpea curry for me and a plate of rice, sambal, anchovies, and hard-boiled eggs for my uncle. 

Uncle Jeffett eyes my breakfast but refrains from commenting. He also keeps his mouth shut as I bend my head in prayer for a few short moments. 

“Why are you so stressed?” he asks as we start eating. 

“We’ve, well, I’ve proposed several new laws, but it’s taking a while to get the nobles to accept them.”

“You’re the Raja. You just put them into action.”

“Yes, but...”

His face hardens. “It’s that religion law, isn’t it? The one about bringing a priest over from Terang. I’ve been hearing rumours about that.” He says priest like it’s a dirty thing, almost spitting.  

I suppress a burst of irritation. “Having a Paderi based here would ease quite a lot of things, communication with Terang included. I’m not talking about an Uskup, who would lead a temple. But it’s not even that. It’s about reversing the law that makes the practice of faith—or belief in any god—a crime.” 

Uncle Jeffett chews slowly, his expression blank. I look down at my roti and tear at it half-heartedly. 

It’s a touchy topic to bring up. This anti-faith law was the last law Aunt Layla enacted before her death. Bayangan has always been staunchly atheistic, one of the main reasons for the continuing friction between Bayangan and Terang. That, and Bayangan’s hatred and distrust of magic. But the practice of faith had not been outlawed until then. It was a last push, the last move of Aunt Layla’s war strategy to justify the attack on the holy city of Suci in Terang. 

Well, her war failed, she died, and I’m now the Raja of Bayangan, a Raja that is blatantly committing a crime in his own land by being a follower of Kudus. If anyone were to take it into their hands to enforce it, I’d be deposed and then beheaded—or more likely enslaved—within a day. No need for prolonged trials. 

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Uncle Jeffett wraps his hands around his mug, as if warming them in the heat emanating from the spiced tea.

I sigh. “Uncle, you know my stance.” It’s not like I don’t understand why this is creating such a huge backlash. With all the upheaval in the past few years, no one really knows what it means to be Bayangan any longer. This newest law has become one final thing holding the fragile Bayangan identity together. 

I hope you discover who you—Hah. I push the thought aside. 

“But you will not make it an official religion?” Uncle Jeffett stares at me intently. “You will not force others to convert to your faith?”

“No, my faith is mine alone. If they wish to follow Kudus, it is their choice and I will not stop them, but neither will I make them practice what they do not believe in. It isn’t faith if it’s coerced.”

He looks away for a moment, as if deciding something. “I will see what I can do.”

“You will?” I cannot hide the hope in my voice. 

Uncle Jeffett smiles indulgently. “I cannot promise anything.”

“I know you can’t, but your word will go a long way with the nobles.”

“Is your father not capable of doing it?” 

There’s derision in his voice and I feel my face heat up. “He’s been trying his best. But I think...I think he is too close to the issue himself. I don’t know, Uncle...” 

“Ruling is not as easy as you thought it was.”

“I never implied that I thought it was easy.”

He scoffs. “Everyone thinks to themselves, ‘if I were in charge, I’d do better. I’d change this and that and everyone will accept it and prosper’! But when they are given the responsibility, they soon find that it’s not so easy to change things. It’s not so easy to get people to accept what is good for them. Especially when they don’t think it will benefit them.”

“I’m not trying to force—”

“I know, Yosett. But they don’t see it that way. Never mind, I’ll talk to them. They’ll tell me things they won’t tell your father. He’s been away for too long. He’s too...Mahan for them.” He grimaces.

Like I am too Mahan for them. There’s too much weight at this breakfast table. 

“So, what brings you into the city, Uncle?” I ask in an attempt at levity. 

He takes the bait with a grin. “Do I need an excuse to visit my favourite nephew?”

“Your only nephew.”

“Yes, well, that too.” He dabs at his mouth with a napkin, pushing away his empty plate.

“Ibu said almost the same thing yesterday.”

“Oh, was my sister here yesterday?”

I raise an eyebrow at him. “In what universe do you, Jeffett Ishi, come to visit your nephew without talking, or planning, or conspiring, with your sister?”

“Conspiring, are we?” His tone is teasing, but the light has gone out of his face. His eyes dart around the room. 

I look around as well. There is no one here but us. “What’s going on, Uncle?” 

“Your mother is worried for your safety.”

I can’t stop from rolling my eyes. “So she asks you to come here and do what exactly?”

“What retired men do. Catch up with friends, visit old haunts, dig up rumours and gossip.” He leans in, lowering his voice. “You were followed yesterday.” 

“Followed?”

“To the old port.”

I frown. I hadn’t seen anyone. “Nothing happened.”

“Something could have.”

“But nothing happened. Besides, Az was with me.” Azman would have said if he’d seen someone or something. Wouldn’t he? Sometimes, I wonder why Azman indulges me. Friendship aside, he doesn’t need to join me on these far too frequent pilgrimages, where I just sit and stare at nothing. He does anyway. 

I push both my plate and my doubts aside.

Uncle Jeffett taps a finger against the side of his left eye. “To protect you or to spy on you?”

“Az is my best friend! Do you honestly—”

“Yosett, this is not a game. You’re old enough to know that by now.”

“I know that, Uncle, but there have to be some people I can trust!” I throw up my hands. I want to storm off, but adab holds me to my seat. Uncle Jeffett already thinks I’ve been brought up poorly and I cannot reinforce that idea. I hold on to every lesson ever beaten into me on keeping my thoughts to myself. 

“Let me investigate them.”

“No. That would mean I don’t trust them.”

His voice is cold and sharp, his eyes drilling into me. “No, that would mean I don’t trust them.”

“You—”

“I won’t involve you.” He holds out a placating hand. A peace offering. “I’m just a bored old man who doesn’t remember that I’m no longer Temenggung. They’ll see me as an overprotective uncle, doing things against your will. Which is the truth. But I need to know who you trust. All of them.”

But they’ll also see you as the Regent, no matter what you say. 

That’s the real problem. The real reason why he’d left the city. Because as long as he is alive, he will always be Bayangan’s revered and beloved Regent, and I will be the too-young, too-stupid foreigner who took his place, regardless of my blood.

I stare at him long and hard, then pull back my unfinished breakfast. I sop up the last of curry with the cold leftovers of my roti, buying time to figure out what to say. Whom do I trust? Mikal, who isn’t even here? My parents? Uncle Jeffett? Azman, my peer/friend/guard? Han—no, not Han, not after last night. Relka, my servant? The kitchen staff, since they haven’t poisoned me yet, though that’s not the greatest measure of loyalty. A laughably short list. But I am a Mahan sampan in a Bayangan thunderstorm, and if the waves don’t get me, the circling sharks will.

I tell him the list. “What are you telling people you’re here for? You can’t exactly say you’re here to spy.”

He raises his hands, palms upwards, in a careless shrug. “I’m here for the Regent’s Festival like everyone else, of course.”

––––––––
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THE REGENT’S FESTIVAL starts two days later. The Bayangan Castle is open for the occasion—the one day in the year that anyone, from slave to noble, is allowed to visit the Castle and gawk at the wonders on display. Uncle Jeffett had begun it almost two decades ago, a year after he came into power, in a desperate attempt to hold Bayangan together. He’d originally named it ‘Bayangan Day’, to mark the end of the war and the start of a new future, but the people started referring to it by the person who created it and the name stuck.
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