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Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression,

The fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?

—Micah 6:7b
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Chapter 1
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​He is dead

You killed him

Cursed is the hand that kills

THE CHANT ECHOES IN time with the bells. I hear them every morning and evening as they call the faithful to prayer. It gets worse on Jemaah Day, when the bells ring more often, more insistently. It’s the worst yet today—the anniversary of Telus’ death—pounding in my head even though the bells are far, far away.

“Tulen!” Jamal says, reaching over and shoving my arm.

The bells fade. “What?” 

“Boss.” 

Out of the corner of my eyes, I see Pak Ananda, the owner of this fine establishment, approaching. I duck my head and return to my work. He passes by without saying anything and I heave a sigh of relief.

“What’s the matter with you?” Jamal splashes water at me.

I’d normally laugh and splash him back, but I can’t find the energy. Not today. “Nothing.”

“You’re all sullen and distracted.”

“It’s not a good day, okay?” 

He looks a little hurt, turning back to his pile of dishes, which looks much smaller than mine. Way smaller.

There are dishes piled up in stacks before me, around me, behind me. If the bells have chimed, evening prayers have started and the first dinner rush is over. I’ll have an hour before prayers finish and the second rush comes in. I need to speed up. I get to my feet, wrapping my skirts around me.

“Where are you going?” Jamal asks.

“To change the water.” 

He eyes the multi-coloured shimmer of the water in my tub and grunts. 

Stepping out of the circle of plates, I heft the tub on my shoulder and head outside. I pour out the sludge into the drain and hand the tub to the well-boy. While I wait for him to fill it up with clean water, I lean back against the wall and watch Jamal through the open door. 

He sneaks some of my plates over to his pile and I shake my head. Even from this distance, I can hear him think, ‘I hope she doesn’t notice.’ As if. But I’ll pretend, I guess.

A clinking sound catches my attention. A waiter scrapes leftovers into the bin and I watch as a beautiful brown bun tumbles in. My breath catches. 

“Kak?” the well-boy says.

I look between the bin and the filled tub. Sighing, I thank him, lift the tub back on my shoulder and head back inside. I add soap to the clean water and swirl it around, letting bubbles form. A strong, flowery fragrance fills the air.

There’s no one near the bins now, and I can’t hear anyone coming. Not even a whisper of their thoughts. Only Jamal grumbling silently beside me. I wipe my hands dry on my shirt as I cross over to the bin. There, right on the top of the scraps, sits the bun. I snatch it up and dash back to my seat. 

“What are you doing?” Jamal asks. 

His mouth hangs open as I inspect my prize. There’s a mid-sized bite in one corner, but it’s otherwise untouched. I strip off the pieces around the bite and wrap it in my handkerchief.  

“Hush, Jamal. Don’t make a scene. You know what the boss is like.” I stuff the wrapped bun within the folds of my skirts. 

“What are you going to do with that?”

I bend back over my tub, sinking a few dishes into the soapy water. “It’ll keep for breakfast tomorrow.” 

Jamal makes a face. “Ugh, really?”

“What? It’s edible.” I scrub with vigour, hoping the exertion will cover my embarrassment. 

“Are you that poor?” he asks, turning back to his own dishes. 

I pause as another waiter walks in. His gaze barely touches us as he hauls a tray of clean dishes away. I wait until my awareness of him and his thoughts have faded before I reply, “I need to save what I can. Goats are so expensive. They’re like two months’ rent!” 

“What’s wrong with a pigeon?”

“It’s...you won’t understand.” Pigeons are the poor people’s sacrifice, cheap and easy to obtain. Middle-class people offer goats. The rich offer a whole bull. The richest sacrifice at the temple in the holy city of Suci for total absolution. It’s said that Tun Nadir sacrificed a bull at Suci before he took over the rule of Impian from his father. 

“Oh, come on, Tulen. That’s all Kudus requires,” Jamal says.

True, and it’s been sufficient all these years—but not anymore. Not with this curse weighing down on me. The pigeon I sacrificed last year did nothing to remove my guilt. Blood doesn’t wash off easy.

“I mean, it’s not like you committed murder,” he continues, not noticing when I flinch. “And you’re generally good, respectful, kind, hardworking—little episodes of scavenging notwithstanding.”

“Jamal!”

He rolls his eyes at me. “What, it’s true!”

“Yes, but you don’t talk about it.”  

Several waiters walk in to scrape away more waste and give us more work. They don’t look at us, so far beneath their status are we. I block out their condescending thoughts. It’s nothing I haven’t heard before, and nothing I want to hear now. I keep a firm eye on the bin as I continue scrubbing. 

“Look at that,” I whisper, “he just threw away half a chicken! There’s still so much meat on the bones!”

“Tulen, that’s disgusting! You don’t know—”

I dart over and reach inside.

“—wait, Tul-en!” 

I seize my prize.

A heavy hand clamps down on my shoulder. My heart sinks. I twist to face Pak Ananda’s furrowed brows. 

“What do we have here?” he growls. 

“Boss, I—”

“A thief!” His hand clamps around my other arm.

I hiss in pain. “I didn’t—it’s not—”

He starts dragging me towards the door. “We do not employ thieves and beggars in this fine establishment!”

As he pushes me past the back door, I try to snatch at my sling bag that’s hanging behind it. As I do, the bun I grabbed earlier falls out from the folds of my skirts. 

His grip tightens as he bends to pick it up. “What is this?” 

“It’s waste! No one else is going to eat it!” I try to wrench my arm out of his grip, but he’s too strong. 

A crowd is gathering, attracted by the commotion. Jamal lingers at the edge of the crowd. 

Pak Ananda snatches my bag from my fingers and dumps the contents on the floor. Several paper-wrapped bundles fall out, all my efforts from this morning until now. His face reddens. 

“How long has this been going on?” he shouts. He glares at everyone, but no one answers. His voice turns low and dangerous. “How long has this thief been stealing food from my kitchen?” 

“We don’t know anything about it, Boss,” the head chef says, shaking his head. “We would have told you the moment we found out.”

“Besides, we’re hardly ever in here,” the chief waiter adds. 

Suddenly, all eyes turn to Jamal. 

He squeaks, turning pale. “I swear, I don’t know anything! I didn’t see anything!” 

Pak Ananda growls. “Fine. But I’ll be watching you.” He hands me my empty bag and propels me out the door. “And you—if I ever see you back here again, I’ll report you to the Justices.”

I sling the bag around my shoulder. “Boss, my wages—” 

“You’ll get no wages!” he yells, giving me a push. 

I stumble over the doorstep. Gathering up my fractured heart, I pull myself up with dignity and stalk out the gate. 

Hold your head high, Mak would have said. Don’t let their accusations become your reality. I miss my mother so much. I’m too young for this. 

I don’t stop walking until the restaurant is out of sight and their incredulous, mocking thoughts are out of my head. Then I slump to the ground, exhausted. Grief and guilt curl twin tendrils around my heart and this time, the chant comes even without the bells. I sit there until I stop sobbing, until my legs feel strong enough to stand. Until I hear people approaching, filling the streets now that prayers are over. 

They leave the Impian Temple in clumps, heading home or to restaurants to eat. The faithful, satiated with their prayers for the day. The Justices, ever-ready to read our guilt.

We’re not like that, I imagine Aunty Rahsia telling me—but she is long gone. 

The flowers I bought for Telus are also long gone, fallen on the floor of the back kitchen along with my scavenged goods. There’s no point in visiting his grave now, empty-handed. I push myself to my feet and make my way home. ​

––––––––
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THE ROOM I’M RENTING is small and dark and narrow. It’s more like a cupboard than anything else, a third room carved from the living room with thin plyboard. All I have is a mattress on the floor, a tilting fabric cupboard, and a three-legged stool that also serves as a table. 

I flop face down on the mattress and dream of the days when we had a lovely two-bedroom house, where Mak sang in the kitchen and my younger brother Telus drew on the walls. We’d visit Aunty Rahsia and her grandmother, Nek Ramalan, in their large bungalow and run wild in their garden, trying to steal rambutans. Aunty Rahsia always noticed, always knew our intentions the moment it crossed our minds— 

The way I can read the intentions of my landlord as he stomps into the living room and pounds on my door.  

“Tulen!”

If I don’t move, don’t make a sound, maybe he’ll go away. 

“Tulen, I know you’re in there. Mak Ros saw you come in.”

Stupid nosy bawang. I suppress a sigh and get up to open the door.

Pak Baik looks me up and down. “What are you doing back here so early, adik?”

I shrug. “Wasn’t feeling well.”

He eyes me sharply. “You look all right.”

“It’s...that time of the month,” I lie. 

He recoils, taking a step backwards. “Fine,” he grunts. “You take care of yourself. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t do something stupid, like lose your job.”

“Don’t worry, Pak. You’ll get your rent on time.”

He nods. “See that I do.”

I stop short of slamming the door in his face, though I let it bang a little louder than I need to. The thin walls still shake with the force. I hear him grumbling outside as he makes his way into his own bedroom. Trust Mak Ros to be spying on me from her veranda next door. 

Since I don’t have to hide my presence anymore, I light a candle to chase away the shadows. I dip into the hole in my pillow and pull out my savings. I have just enough for next month’s rent, plus a little extra for food for a few days. It’s not fair. I saved so hard for this, only to be cheated of three weeks’ pay.

Opening my cupboard, I inspect yesterday’s spoils. One whole bun that should last another day, some bits of chicken that are turning a little slimy, a box of mouldy rice. Not good. 

I head out to the kitchen with the chicken and the rice. The rice goes into the bin—there’s no salvaging that now, unless I want to get sick. The chicken I burn on the stove until I’m sure it’s safe to eat. Charcoal is good for you, isn’t it? As I pick at the slivers of meat with my fingers, I stare at the calendar hanging on the wall. 

Rent is due in a week. That gives me six days—no one works on Jemaah Day—to find a new job. One that would preferably be able to pay me an advance. I groan, pinching the bridge of my nose.

​
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Chapter 2
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​FINDING A NEW JOB IS not easy when everyone somehow seems to know your name and crime. Pak Ananda has more influence than I realised. By the third morning, I’ve been rejected by all the restaurants within half an hour’s walk from home. If I’m going to have enough for rent by the end of the week, I’ll have to take drastic measures.

Mak will be so disappointed in me. 

Like she isn’t already.

I slip into the Impian Temple, ignoring the clamour in my head as the bells toll for the morning prayers. If cursed is the hand who kills, then it wouldn’t matter if that same hand also stole, would it? It couldn’t be doubly cursed, could it?

Not here, Tulen, I remind myself. You don’t do anything bad near the Temple or the Justice’s Quarters. Not when there are dozens of stern-faced women nearby who know your name and can read your thoughts, no matter how hard you try to mask them. 

As the Uskup at the front of the Balai Jemaah drones on, I slide a shield around my thoughts while holding up a projection. The shield blocks others with the Gift from reading my true thoughts while the projection fills the empty space with random fake thoughts. It’s like hiding in plain sight. Aunty Rahsia taught me this four years ago—the basics of it, at least. She said it was important for me to learn, especially with the promised strength of my Gift. She promised to get Mak to teach me more. 

And then Mak died and Aunty Rahsia got her dream job and disappeared out of our lives—doing the exact same thing she scolded Mak for, Temple’s instructions or not. Well, she’s not a blood relative anyway, just Mak’s best friend.

It still hurts. 

A Justice in front turns around, scanning the crowd and I tweak my projection. I must succeed somehow, because her gaze passes over me without pausing. She looks a little puzzled, then turns back to the service. 

What did I let slip?

I suppress my thoughts and practise monitoring those of the people around me. The tall, thin man in front of me is wondering if his wife is cheating on him. The woman next to him, who must be his wife, is trying to calculate if they have enough to pay for their son’s school fees next month. The fat lady next to me is planning an elaborate dinner. Mak Ros is somewhere on my left, wondering if that ‘degenerate girl is up to no good, her late mother must be turning in her grave.’

My cheeks burn. 

Aaaand this is why you don’t eavesdrop on people’s thoughts. 

The Uskup mentions Suci and I perk up. He’s praying for Kudus to confirm the appointment of a new Uskup Agung. Huh. Hasn’t he been praying about that for the last six months? Have they not appointed a new one yet? I mean, Uskup Agung Ikhlas has been dead for almost a year. I know because he died two months after Telus did, right before he was supposed to come to Impian. Just when I was hoping to petition him for absolution.  

When the Uskup starts praying for Sultan Mikal, I take that as my cue to leave. It means he’s about to end the service and I don’t want to be caught hanging around by more bawangs who may remember Mak and ask me what I’m up to these days. 

Nothing good. 

I shut the thought down and slip out of the Temple. My feet take me to the market, partially because I’m hungry, but mostly because I don’t know where else to go. The crowd is perfect for hiding in and there aren’t many Justices around. I work through lifting my shields again, so that no one can read my thoughts. I don’t bother trying to add a projection, because that takes too much energy and concentration.

And you’re not very good at it. 

Shunting that thought aside, I work on listening to the thoughts around me, trying to pick an easy mark. It should be easy, right? And Kudus can’t curse me twice, can He? All the priests I’ve ever talked to, no matter their rank, say that all sins are alike to Kudus so if I’ve sinned once...

The fat lady from the Temple crosses in front of me. She looks like an easy mark. She’s still distracted, running through recipes in her head—ooh, curry chicken sounds lovely—whilst tallying the amount she has in her purse...she has a lot of money. Now she’s thinking, ‘Should I get pastries to calm the brat down?’ She’s alone so I idly wonder who the brat is—a daughter? A niece? Her thoughts feel both fond and distant at the same time, so maybe it’s someone she takes care of but isn’t related to. I follow her as discreetly as I can, but can’t seem to find an opening. She keeps her bag too close, makes too many unpredictable moves.

I spy a likelier target. I manage to slip a hand in her basket and emerge with a warm curry puff. She doesn’t even notice. 

With a little more confidence—and practice—I walk away from the market that morning with enough food for the next two days. No money though. My fingers are not that nimble, and Impianans are more careful with their purses than they are with their shopping bags.

This is only a temporary measure, I remind myself. Once I get a new job, I won’t have to steal anymore. I just need to save enough so I’ll still have somewhere to stay. I don’t doubt that Pak Baik will kick me out the moment I’m late in paying, no matter that his name actually means ‘good’. I mean, look at the name I got stuck with. No one expects a murderer to be called pure. It’s a stupid naming practice anyway.

I spend the rest of the day receiving more job rejections. One even has the audacity to chase me out of his restaurant. Maybe I need to consider a change in career. 

When the evening bells toll, I give up. I can’t take another rejection or suffer through another prayer service and I don’t want to head home yet. Pak Baik is getting suspicious and that nasty old bawang next door is probably waiting for me, just like she has been the last three days. I head to the only place left. 

The one I’ve been avoiding.​

––––––––
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I SIT DOWN ON THE GRASS in front of Mak’s and Telus’ headstones.

“Sorry I missed your anniversary, Telus. I was going to come but...well, things happened and I lost your flowers. Can’t turn up empty-handed, you know? What would Mak say? Anyway, I’ve got these now.”

I pull out the rambutans I managed to sweep into my bag earlier when an unruly dog knocked over a stack of cartons in front of the fruit stall. The dog had knocked it over; I’d just goaded it to run in that direction by throwing a stick. With a sharp twist, the hairy fruit pops open to reveal succulent, white flesh. Sticky juice drips down my fingers. I stick my fingers into my mouth to suck it up. 

“Sweet. You’d have liked this. As good as Aunty Rahsia’s.” I scrape at the fruit with my front teeth, stripping the flesh off without picking up woody splinters from the seed.

The voice in my head that sometimes sounds like Telus is silent. I know it’s not him. It’s just me, wishing it was him. 

Footsteps crunch in the grass and I freeze. Who would come out here at this time? 

“Tulen?” Jamal’s voice comes out from the gloom.

“Oh Kudus!” I jump to my feet, brushing the dirt off my skirts. “What are you doing here, Jamal?”

His cheeks seem to glow in the evening light. “I found your flowers. From the other day. And then I remembered...you said...it’s not in the best state now, but Telus wouldn’t mind, right?” He thrusts the bunch of wilted flowers at me. 

“But why are you here at this hour?” I squint at him. “You didn’t lose your job, did you?”

“What? No!” He waves the flowers at me again so I take them to save him the embarrassment. “It’s my day off, remember?” 

Oh, right. I’d forgotten Jamal usually takes the day before Jemaah off instead of Jemaah Day itself. I suppose that means Pak Ananda has found my replacement. 

“I was looking for you,” Jamal continues, “but Pak Baik said you weren’t in, so I said you must have found another job...anyway, I thought I’d just put them here for you and—”

“You told Pak Baik?” I screech at him.

He takes a step backwards. “Uh...yes?”

I groan. “Now he’s going to kick me out of my room.”

“You didn’t—but why?” He looks flustered and guilty and I almost pity him. Almost.

“He’s afraid I can’t pay him rent if I lose my job.”

“But you’ve lost—”

“Yes—and I can’t pay him!” Now he knows, he’ll kick me out, and I’ll never get a proper job while living on the streets, and I’ll have to...

“But your savings?”

Jamal is nice. But he’s stupid. And he still lives at home with his parents so he’s never dealt with a sketchy landlord before or had to manage his rent on a budget. 

Deep breaths. Not his fault. He doesn’t know.

I place the flowers against my brother’s headstone, where they should have been three days ago. “I didn’t get any of last month’s pay.”

“What? But that’s three—”

“Ananda kicked me out, remember?” My tone is sharper than I’d like but I can’t stop. “My savings aren’t enough. I either pay the rent and starve or I buy food and don’t pay the full rent. Guess which one I picked? Oh, and because I lost my job, I had to spend extra money to be presentable in order to get rejected for new jobs—”

“You...don’t have a new job?” He looks really, really bewildered.

I sigh and slump back down to the ground, leaning against my mother’s headstone. My fingers trace her name: Iman. “It turns out Pak Ananda is very powerful. He’s spread the word and now...well...no one wants to employ me.”

Jamal winces. He takes a seat next to me. “I’m sorry. What do we do now?”

I raise an eyebrow at him. “We?”

“Um. I can help? Maybe?”

A dozen snarky things to say run through my head. I bite my lip so I won’t say them. “I don’t think you can help me, Jamal.” 

His shoulders slump. “Well, if you ever need anything, I’m here for you.”

“Thanks.” 

We sit there in silence, snacking on rambutans until the sun sets. Insects chirp in the distance, creeping closer until they buzz in our ears and flutter against our skin. Soon, I’m the one being snacked on.  

“I gotta go,” Jamal says. I feel him move, hear the sound of slaps as he dusts the dirt off his clothes. “Work tomorrow.”

“Yeah.” 

He hovers for a few seconds. “Um, do you have a light? I didn’t think I’d be out so late.”

A honking snort escapes me. I dig out a candle from the bottom of my bag and light it. Might as well go too. I say silent goodbyes to my mother and brother then turn to guide Jamal back out of the graveyard and onto the main road, where the street lamps flicker cheerfully. I suppose it’s late enough to go home without raising more suspicions.

Jamal turns to me, a strong thought pushing to the front of his mind.

“I’ll see you around,” I blurt. 

“Wait! Tulen—”

Pumping his hand, I thank him for bringing the flowers then hurry down the street, blocking out both his voice and his thoughts as hard as I can. Erratic as my Gift is, I thank Kudus for warnings like these. 

I’m not sure I can handle the awkwardness of having the I-don’t-like-you-that-way discussion with my best—and only—friend in the middle of the road while hiding sticky fingers, literally and metaphorically.

​
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​MAYBE I SHOULD CHANGE my name. After all, the restaurant owners have blacklisted a thief called Tulen, so if I apply as someone other than Tulen, they might hire me. Right?

I lie on my back, staring up at the dirty ceiling, cycling through names I could use. Telus is too obvious, and also tacky. That leaves out Mak’s name, Iman, too. You don’t take the names of the dead. Not the recent dead, anyway. Maybe a famous ancestor from hundreds of years ago, not my own brother and mother. I’m tempted to go with Rahsia, but that name’s too distinctive, and would set a bunch of Justices on my trail. 

You could apply to be a Justice, you know. Aunty Rahsia thought you were powerful enough to train. 

I shush Telus’ voice. True, I could apply to be a Justice, but I don’t think they’d accept someone as tainted as me amongst their elite ranks. Besides, they’re all made up of rich people, not convicted murderers and current—

Sabit. That’s it. The perfect name. Sharp and ambiguous.  

As if signalling my guilt, the bells start up their chant. I sit up with a groan. I don’t particularly want to go to Jemaah. I just sit there for two hours, listening to the Uskup or whichever paderi is on duty drone on, stewing in my guilt over my brother’s death. It’s not like I can’t sit here in my room and stew over it in exactly the same way to get exactly the same results and in more comfort. My mattress, thin and lumpy as it is, is still softer than those hard benches in the Temple. Yet the glimmer of hope that this time, maybe this once, is when Kudus meets me and cleanses me is still bright enough to drag my feet out the door and into the dusty streets.

The Impian Temple used to be comforting. It was where we went to celebrate as a family and to mark important events. It was where Telus and I would wait for either Mak or Aunty Rahsia to finish their duties as Justices, gazing in awe at the scenes from the Firman carved on the walls. Nek Ramalan, a Justice herself, would wander out and sit with us when she had a moment to spare. The Uskup—head of the Temple—and the paderis—ordained priests—would walk by without noticing us. Sometimes, the younger diaken or acolytes would give us sweets if we were good. 

My most vivid memory is still of the day Telus turned two months old and my parents brought him to the Temple to be dedicated. I clung to Mak’s skirts right at the front of the Balai Jemaah—the largest hall in the Temple—at the place where the Uskup usually stood, Ayah shushing me. I don’t know what I did but I must have done something wrong to call Kudus’ attention to me because after that, everything went wrong. Six months later, Ayah was gone. 

I’ve tried my best to be good, but it’s not enough. Nek Ramalan doesn’t wake up one morning; while she was Aunty Rahsia’s grandmother, she might as well have been ours—she always looked out for Mak and us. Then Mak is called to the Temple by the Secretkeeper and we hardly ever see her. Aunty Rahsia leaves the Justices and helps take care of us, but one year later, Mak dies and Aunty Rahsia disappears; and a year after that, my crush leaves me on the cliffs and my brother’s blood stains my hands. 

Kudus, why do you hate me? What did I do? Why am I cursed? 

I pull my scarf tighter around my face as I duck past the imposing double doors. A number of the Justices I’ve spotted have been in my head before and I don’t want them angling for another chance to poke around in my memories again. Half the paderis here probably recognise my face and I don’t want to stand around fielding awkward questions about my family and what I’ve been doing lately. I slip through the crowd and slide into one of the pews near the back, keeping my head covered.  

The service goes as expected. I keep my shields up, testing the crowd once or twice, but nothing interesting comes up. I find the couple and the fat lady from yesterday again; it’s easier to find a person’s thoughts once I’ve heard them before. It’s a little like recognising someone I’ve talked to before. I steer clear of Mak Ros and Pak Baik. 

No lightning bolt from heaven comes to save me.

You know, it’s like you don’t want to be forgiven, Telus’ pesky voice in my head says. 

I do, I argue, I just don’t know how. 

I stomp out of the Temple after the service and head home. ​

––––––––
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THE NEXT DAY’S SEARCH proves to be just as fruitless, even with the fake name. After the evening bells have chanted, I wander into the evening market. It’s less crowded than the morning market—and they sell more cheap goods than food—but maybe I can find something that I can resell somewhere else. Or a job at one of the stalls. I don’t have much time left. Or many options.

You don’t want to end up like them, Mak’s old threats resurface, I didn’t name you Tulen for you to end up like one of them. 

‘Them’ referred to several groups of people: the homeless, prostitutes, and women who stole other women’s husbands. She never mentioned thieves.

Shush, I’m not going to. 

I’m idly following some people when I see my chance. The woman at the shoe stall puts her bag down on the table as she tries on a new pair of sandals. She flexes her feet, rolls her ankles, then bends to take them off, all while talking to the stall keeper. I’m too far away to hear what they’re saying, but I reach out towards them to find drifting, unfocused thoughts. They walk farther down the open stall, the owner pointing out various styles while the woman nods or shakes her head. 

Leaving her bag—her open bag with the tip of her purse sticking out—unattended at the end of the stall nearest to me. 

I try to clear my thoughts as I approach the stall, occasionally flicking forward to check if the woman has remembered her bag.

Focus on your new shoes. Look, new shoes. So pretty, so shiny, I try to Nudge her thoughts. I gulp as it seems to work. 

See, that’s why you’re condemned, even if the Justices can’t find anything. You drove him over the edge. 

My hip jars the table ever so slightly and the stall keeper looks up at me. I make an apologetic gesture, bending over to pick up a pretty pair of shoes whilst trying to block their view of the bag.

Out of sight, out of mind. Go back to your conversation. 

He turns away and I let a short hiss of air escape past my teeth. A quick look around confirms that no one is looking at me. I grasp the tip of the purse and pull it out, trying to keep my actions calm and natural. No one notices. I let the purse slide into my sling bag as I put back the pair of shoes I’m holding. 

The stall keeper comes towards me, the woman shopper still pondering the pair of shoes she’s trying on. I shrug and smile at him, then walk away. 

He doesn’t say anything. The woman doesn’t call after me. No one screams ‘thief’ or calls for a Justice. Relief floods through me. 

I did it. 

I pick up my pace. The shoe stall is already out of sight. I turn the corner and slam into a hard body.

“Sorry,” I mumble. 

“Give it back,” the man I walked into says. His hand clamps down on my shoulder.

I look at him, confusion and guilt stirring up a new storm. “Give what back?”

“The purse you stole,” a second voice says behind me. 

I gulp. Turning, I look into the blazing eyes of a Justice. 

A Justice before me, a guard behind me. No escape. I told you I told you I told you.

“What purse?” I stammer, shutting out the voices in my head. I don’t recognise her, so at least she doesn’t know who I am. Probably.

The Justice glowers at me. “You know what I’m talking about. I could hear you planning it from the other end of the market.”

Oops.

“It wasn’t—”

The guard’s grip on my shoulder tightens as the Justice says, “Don’t lie.”

“From the other end of the market, really? Wow. Great range.” I pull out the purse and hand it over to her. She doesn’t smile.

The Justice and the guard frog-march me back to the stall, where the woman is searching through her handbag with a puzzled look on her face. She blinks when the Justice hands the purse back to her.

“You! You were pretending to be a customer!” The stall keeper points a finger at me.

“Yes, and tried to divert your attention by Nudging your thoughts,” the Justice says. “Do you want to charge her, Che Nuri?”

I shudder. Che? She’s titled? Why would a rich noble be buying cheap shoes from the evening market? 

Che Nuri looks from me to the Justice. “Nudging, Justice Indah?”

The Justice nods. “It’s a specific Gift that some people have. Besides being able to read thoughts, they can suggest thoughts to others as well.”

Not every Gifted has it? Aunty Rahsia never mentioned that. Then again, Aunty Rahsia never mentioned the ability at all; I’d discovered I could do it all on my own.

“Then why isn’t she training to be a Justice?” A frown forms on Che Nuri’s face.

The guard sneers, “It seems she decided she would like to try out a life of crime instead.”

“Hey—” I protest, but Justice Indah gives me a sharp look and I shut up.

“Training starts between the age of fifteen to eighteen, when their Gifts first manifest or start to stabilise. We’ll have to put her on the register, but becoming a Justice is a choice she has to make on her own.” She purses her lips then adds, “If she refuses, there’s nothing we can do about it, though we’ll definitely keep an eye on her.”

I can’t stop a sliver of a frown from creeping onto my face. But Aunty Rahsia started training me at thirteen. She’d done it in private though. Never told anyone, not even Mak.

The Justice bristles, as if offended that I would want to join someone like her. “Do you want to charge her for the crime?”

Che Nuri looks at me with pity. “She’s just a girl...she can’t be more than fifteen.” 

I try to encourage that thought. Justice Indah glares at me and squeezes my shoulder. I wince and stop. I want to rub at my shoulder, but her guard is still crushing my wrists together behind my back. I’m going to have an awful bruise. A few bruises.

“And already a criminal!” the stall keeper interjects. 

“How old are you?” Che Nuri asks. 

“Why does it matter? You’re going to lock me up anyway,” I say.

The guard shakes me. “Answer the question.”

“Sixteen.”

“Where are your parents?”

“Dead.” Not quite the whole truth, but I have no idea where Ayah is so he could be dead. He’s dead to me, anyway.

Che Nuri looks at the Justice. “So, tell me, what’s the punishment for theft?” 

It sounds rehearsed. They know each other. Something weird is going on. I can’t read her, not that I would dare with a Justice right beside me.

“We could take a hand,” the Justice says with a grim smile.

“No! Come on,” I protest. No one does that anymore!  

“Or a jail term of between two to ten years. Depending on what she took.” She gestures at the purse.

Che Nuri opens the purse to inspect the contents. Up close, I can see the quality of the clothes she wears, the sheer cosmetics plastered on her face to keep her looking young and pretty. Her face pales and she looks up at the Justice. Their eyes meet. Is that guilt in a rich noble’s eyes?

I peer at the purse from where I’m held, and my heart sinks. There is a lot of money in there. 

That’s ten years’ jail staring me in the face. 

Justice Indah flicks her fingers at me again and I slam up my mental shields. 

You know better than that. Aunty Rahsia taught you better than that. Why haven’t you been practising?

“It’s the salaries for the palace staff...I forgot...There’s not supposed to be so much—” Che Nuri stammers. “What happens if...if I don’t press charges?”

“Please, I’ll never do it again.” Whatever’s going on, I want out of it. I knew this was a bad idea right from the start. 

Sure, but you did it anyway.

The Justice looks concerned for the first time. Whatever game they’re playing is starting to fall apart. Something’s gone wrong. “We caught her with the purse so we have to bring her in for sentencing even if you don’t press charges. If you do, you can have a say in what her punishment will be.”

There must be a way out, some way of escape. I struggle fruitlessly against the guard’s hold.

“Adik,” Justice Indah says, “adik! What’s your name?”

Please, please Kudus. I promise I’ll never do this again. Please give me a way out. A goat, I’ll bring you a goat. Somehow.

The woman is still babbling something. The Justice shakes my shoulder, trying to catch my attention. My mind is erupting, shooting thoughts all over the place. She touches me and everything stops.

Justice Indah has her palms on my cheeks. Her hands are warm, calming. Like Mak’s. She’s staring me in the eyes. I can feel a trickle of her mind steadying a shield about my thoughts.

“Steady. It’s all right, calm down.” She hands the shield over to me as deftly and as gently as Aunty Rahsia used to during our training sessions. She doesn’t probe. “Now, what’s your name?”

I have enough presence of mind left to remember my fake name. “Sabit.”

Her eyes narrow, but she continues. “Sabit, Che Nuri is offering you a way out. You’ll be charged tomorrow. Plead guilty, and Che Nuri will stand guarantee for you if you repay her by working in the palace for two years.”

“Two...years...?” I say.

Che Nuri nods. “It’s the shortest bond I can give you.”

“Do you agree?” Justice Indah asks.

Two years of work versus ten years in jail. The choice is easy. “Yes. Yes, thank you.”

​
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Chapter 4
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​THE MOST HUMILIATING part of being caught is being escorted home to collect my belongings. If I could avoid it, I would have, but I’m not going to leave Pak Baik with my money, not when he doesn’t deserve it. At least, I’m not breaking my contract on purpose so I don’t owe him another half month’s rent. And I’m not being thrown out to sleep on the streets. Everyone knows what happens to girls who end up on the streets. 

Mak Ros goggles, eyes wide and mouth open. Pak Baik stands aside, arms folded while he grumbles to himself about orphans and useless charity. Neighbours come out to watch like it’s the evening news. Wait, I am the evening news. The whole neighbourhood will know what I’ve done by the time the sun sets. Once they get started, those bawangs are not going to stop. 

Justice Indah and her partner escort me in and out of the house, oblivious to the babble around us. I’m doing all I can to block the nasty words from my mind but they fly like swordfish, breaking through my flimsy shield and piercing my heart. I hear degenerate girl more than once.

Sorry, Mak. I’m so sorry. At least they don’t know you. 

We’d moved after Mak’s death. If this had happened while I was still in the old house, I don’t know how I would have lived it down. I build up my shields as much as I can to block their thoughts out, but I don’t have anything to block out their voices. The Justice gives me a pitying look, but doesn’t do anything to help. I suppose shame is part of the punishment. 

My fake name is registered in the Register of Gifted once we reach the Balai Justice. I peek further up the list to find that Tulen was registered last year as ‘someone with potential’. Hah. If only they knew. 

Next, my name entered into the lists for trial tomorrow. I spend an uncomfortable night in a holding cell, hugging the pillowcase that holds my clothes and the last of my savings. Morning comes all too soon. I’m given the time to wash up and then sent into the main hall of the sprawling complex. 

A few of Aunty Rahsia’s friends turn my way, but I pretend I don’t know them, pulling my scarf over my head to obscure their view of my face. When they hear my fake name, they make confused sounds and continue on their business. I keep a tight hold on my thoughts. 

The last time I saw them was when I was thirteen; puberty must have changed me enough over the last three years that they don’t immediately recognise me. Luckily, I don’t meet anyone who was involved in Telus’ case last year.

I perch on the edge of the chair they put me in. Looming over us is the depiction of the Secretkeeper—a faceless woman in her Justice’s robes, forearms and ankles circled with thick golden bands that mark her station. I wonder who she is and if she knows what she’s done to my family. 

It’s a simple process. The Justice Agung hears the accusation and defence, decides if she needs to do a little mind-reading to verify facts, then pronounces the sentence. Only the hardest cases that the Justice Agung cannot deal with get referred to the Secretkeeper. If it comes to that, the proceedings are carried out from behind a curtain since no commoner is supposed to know who the Secretkeeper is. I’m familiar with the proceedings, so I barely listen to what’s being said. What’s the point? They’re just telling everyone what I’ve done. Besides, I’ve already admitted my guilt. My doom is sealed before lunch.

Once we leave the building, Che Nuri hands me over to a palace guard and for a second, fear washes over me. What if she’s just going to imprison me in the palace instead?

“Abdullah, take her to Magda,” Che Nuri tells the guard. “Tell her it’s the new girl for Tengku Nawal. Magda will take over from there.”

I look up at him. He towers at least a head and a half over me. I’ve no doubt he can crush me with just one hand. Maybe with a finger. 

“Sabit,” Che Nuri says, “you’ll obey everything Abdullah and Magda tell you to do. Do you understand me?”

I nod, my mouth dry. 

“Good girl.” She hesitates, then puts a hand on my shoulder. “It will be okay, Sabit.” Che Nuri heads off, leaving me with the guard.

Abdullah doesn’t touch me. He looks me up and down with faint disapproval and says, “Come.”​

––––––––

[image: ]


THE WALK TO THE IMPIAN Palace is the longest walk of my life. My long skirts swish against the ground, tripping me up as I try to keep up with Abdullah’s stride. He sighs but slows down. 

The path brings us past the evening market. It’s deserted at this time of day, but I can still taste the lingering guilt in the air. Unseen eyes—hard, judgemental—follow me. 

They’re not real. They’re all in your mind.

Nevertheless, I murmur apologies to my ghosts, keeping my eyes glued to the ground. 

“We don’t have all day,” Abdullah says, snapping his fingers. 

I hurry to catch up.

Leaving the city centre, we head up a broad road that curves like a snake and inclines upwards. Imposing trees line it, providing shade and obscuring the view. 

I’ve seen the Impian Palace in the distance and in paintings, drawings, or charcoal. It sits on its little hill, so far away that the details are obscured. All you see are glinting golden domes on a shiny white box set in lush green. Every little girl dreams of seeing the palace up close, of living in it like a princess. I don’t know if this is a dream come true or a nightmare.

The road starts to broaden and straighten out. The crunching beneath our feet becomes more pronounced. I look back and realise that while the road had been relatively clear of leaves and branches before, there’s now a thick layer of both beneath our feet. It doesn’t make sense.

“Serves as a warning,” Abdullah says unprompted.

“What?”

He smirks. “You were wondering about the leaves. Everyone I bring here asks the same thing.”

“The leaves warn you? About what?”

“The noise we make walking on the leaves alert the guards ahead of our approach. No matter how hard you try to sneak, they’ll be able to hear you coming.”

“But what about the rest of the road before this?” 

“Too far away for the sound to carry, and the bends in the road prevent anyone from getting a direct view of the palace.”

“A direct—” I look up from the ground for the first time and stop, my mouth falling open. 

The Impian Palace is straight ahead, looming above us, four storeys high. The walls are a pearly white, gleaming in the sun. The roofs are gilded. Four minarets shoot to the sky from the four corners of the palace, topped by the golden domes the palace is famous for. Many people say it’s modelled after the Suci Temple, the renovations commissioned by Tun Nadir after his pilgrimage twenty years ago.

“Besides,” Abdullah adds, “Tun Nadir likes to see the curves of the road that leads to the city from his balcony. Like a dark river, he says. Can’t do that if it’s covered in leaves.”

“His balcony—” I choke out, focusing on the palace itself. 

There is someone sitting up on the third-floor balcony, working at a desk in the sun. He looks up as we approach, alerted by the sound of our footsteps and our voices. It’s too far for me to see his expression, but I imagine it isn’t too happy. He says something to the person standing beside him, then walks right up to the edge of the balcony to look down at us. 

Something Abdullah said earlier strikes me. “Everyone you bring here? How many—”

He shrugs.

“It’s entrapment. Isn’t it? They’ve done it before—Che Nuri and that Justice, Justice Indah. They fake that whole scene, leaving her bag unattended and waiting for someone to be tempted. They trap us poor girls and then bring us here. Why? What do they want?”

Abdullah guffaws. “Too smart, aren’t you?” He puts a hand on the small of my back and propels me ahead. “Don’t worry so much. You’re just the help. Come on.”

“Wait! Wait. Tell me, please. What’s going on here?” Increasingly horrible scenarios tumble through my head. I’m only supposed to serve for two years. But what if I go in and never come out? I’ve heard of workhouses before, always faraway across the straits in Bayangan where children are kidnapped and worked until they die. Or brothels, where they chain women to beds and let men do whatever they want with them. The old bawangs say that Bayangans still keep slaves even though that’s been illegal in Terang for centuries. I’ve always scoffed at the tales, writing them off as a way of teaching us to be wary of strangers but now I imagine dozens of girls being sentenced at a fake trial and brought into the palace and never ever leaving. 

How long has this been going on? How does no one know? Are all the Justices involved? Is the Secretkeeper herself implicit? Maybe that’s what happened to Mak— 

“Sabit!” Abdullah’s voice breaks through my fear. “Calm down. Nothing bad is going to happen to you. Magda will explain.” 

I stumble after him. We walk past the front door and head towards the servants’ entrance at the back of the palace, my heart still thumping like a wild thing. As much as I don’t want to follow him, I don’t want to be left behind on my own where anything could happen. 

“Magda!” Abdullah calls as we step into the building. 

“I’m busy!” a woman’s voice calls back. 

“I’ve brought your new girl.”

“What new girl?”

What if she doesn’t want me? Do I go to jail? I try to calm myself but it’s impossible.

“Che Nuri sent her,” he calls. “Come on, before she runs away.” 

Abdullah’s heavy hand keeps me in place. Keeps me standing. I couldn’t run even if I wanted to. My legs are shaking too much. I can’t get enough air in my lungs. I try to reach out, but I can’t get a grip on Abdullah’s thoughts. All I can read is amusement—not mean, more incredulous than anything. I hope that’s a good sign.

Someone else is approaching—Magda, I suppose. Her thoughts are a mix of exasperated and annoyed. And quite, quite familiar. The fat lady from the Temple steps through the doorway, drying her hands on a washcloth. 

“You!” The word slips out before I can stop it.

She frowns at me. “Me? Do I know you?”

“No,” I stammer.

Abdullah is also frowning at me now. “She was caught in the evening market yesterday after trying to steal Che Nuri’s purse. Maybe she marked you too.”

My throat tightens and my mouth dries. “No, ah...I’ve seen you at the Temple,” I blurt. 

Magda’s eyes narrow. “A thief? At the Temple?”

“I’m not—” I start to say before my brain catches up. What use is there in lying now? “Ah well, Kudus forgives,” I mumble instead. Maybe. 

Magda chuckles. She turns to Abdullah. “Did Che Nuri leave any instructions?”

He shrugs. “She said to tell you it’s the new girl for the brat.”

“I see.” She looks me up and down. “I suppose you’ll do. What experience do you have?”

“Washing dishes,” I say glumly. I’m going to be just useless at this job, whatever it is. I just know it. 

She sighs. “You’ll learn. Thanks, Abdullah.”

The palace guard salutes. “Be good now, Sabit,” he says. “See you around.” He leaves, whistling a jaunty tune.

Magda shakes her head. “Now, your name is Sabit?”

“Yes...mem,” I say. 

“I’m not mem. I’m just Magda,” she says. “Come along, I’ll show you to your room.”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5
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​I HAVE A ROOM. ALL to myself. It’s bigger than the one I rented from Pak Baik with an actual bed and a side table and a chair and a wooden cupboard. Complete with fancy carvings. 

There are five sets of uniforms in the cupboard, made for me—well, adjusted to fit me. But they’re mine to wear, with Sabit’s name marked on it so that the laundry staff know whom to give it back to. They’re made of good, sturdy fabric, with fine seams and no patches. 

There’s so much food in the kitchen that I can eat as much as I want for breakfast and lunch and dinner. I don’t need to save half my lunch for dinner or steal scraps from the bin to keep from starving. I can even sneak some while we’re preparing the food and the only thing that happens is Magda grumbles and taps my hand with a ladle. 

It’s incredible. 

I don’t have to pay a single sen. In fact, they pay me to stay here and eat their food. 

And, well, to serve Tengku Nawal, the only daughter of Impian’s ruler, Tun Nadir. 

The brat. 

Who is, honestly, the reason why no one wants this job and why Che Nuri has to resort to tempting thieves off the streets to make them do it. As punishment. 

Okay, fine. Magda told me that she doesn’t approve, but it’s been the only way they’ve found in the past six years to get any girl to stay long enough to actually be of help. Because if I leave before my two years are up, I’m going to jail for the rest of my ten-year sentence. It’s written in the contract I signed, witnessed by the Justice Agung. 

I knew I should have listened during the proceedings. 

Three other girls have done this. I can do it too.

“Sayang,” Magda says, “why did you do it?”

I blink at her. “Do what?” I look down at the lumps of dough I’m flattening, trying to see what I did wrong.

“Why did you steal?”

Oh, that. I give her a nonchalant shrug. “Needed the money. That was the easiest way.”

She twists the corner of the puff she’s making as if she wants to twist my ear. “The truth, sayang.” 

“That is the truth.”

“Not the whole truth. You’ve been here for a month now and proven yourself to be a hard worker. Besides,” her mouth twists into a smile, “I can tell you respect Kudus too much to simply steal for convenience.”

“How do you know?” I scoff. “You’re not a Justice. You can’t read what I think.”

“Because you flinch every time the bells ring.”

I freeze. She noticed that? That’s the second thing I hate about this place, right after Tengku Nawal and her awful tantrums. The bells ring louder here even though the Temple is all the way down in the city centre. Tun Nadir is so religious, he’s set up bells in the minarets that ring in time with those from the Temple. 

“Sayang?”

Third thing I hate—Magda’s infernal, never ending sayangs. I mean, Magda is really kind, and it’s an endearment no one has called me in a long time, but it’s like she doesn’t know my name or something.

I roll my eyes. “You know my name is Sabit.” 

“Yes, but you are beloved of Kudus...and of Magda.”

Her stubborn prodding interspersed with provoking silence soon prompts me to tell her my story. My entire life story. It feels like confiding in a loving grandmother. She reminds me of Nek Ramalan, sharp and observant, forgiving and understanding, patient and kind—just without the Gift. 

“I’m at a dead end, Magda,” I find myself saying. “I’ve tried so hard to live right, to find a good job, to be right with Kudus, but it’s so hard. Nothing works. And there’s this perpetual cloud of guilt and I’m already sinful so...”

She keeps her eyes on the doughs she’s kneading, but her mouth twists up into a bittersweet smile. “Sin is sin, sayang. There is no greater or lesser sin, except for the guilt you feel. In the eyes of Kudus, all are the same.”

“How can it be the same? Isn’t it worse to take a life than to take some food? They sentence you to death for killing someone, but all they do is jail you or fine you for stealing food.” Or sentence you to serve the bratty Tengku. Which is another kind of torture. 

“But when they fine you a thousand dollars for stealing a dollar’s worth of bread, is that not taking your life as well? Isn’t that as sure as killing you and your family because you have no way of paying the fine and must sell yourself into slavery instead? If they send you to jail, isn’t that also killing your family by leaving them to die?” 

Magda pounds the dough hard, throwing flour over it with a rough jab. I’ve never seen her so angry before. She clicks her tongue and then continues, “And when they take you and sell you, do they not then show you that you have no worth as a human? That you are nothing more than an animal to be bought and sold, ending your life as a person? Sin is sin, and when humans take judgement into their hands, they end more lives than they ever intend to.”
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