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For those who still await the promise.
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O Lord God, remember me, I pray You, and strengthen me, I pray You, only this once, O God, and let me have one vengeance upon the Philistines for both my eyes.

—Judges 16:28b
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Chapter 1
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​I WAIT. OF COURSE I wait. 

Just that split second before the fight, waiting for Kudus to come through, to finally grant me His supernatural power, the Amok Strength that’s supposed to run through my veins. 

O Kudus, Maha Esa, berkatilah hamba-Mu dengan kuasa ajaib-Mu.

O God Almighty, grant Your servant Your miraculous strength.

I push stray hair out of my face as I wait, hoping for that stirring of power, for that gifting Ayahanda has described in multiple ways time and time again: that surety and Presence, the surge of raw power and rage, sparks running through his limbs. 

They say Kudus is never changing. He never disappoints. Well, He doesn’t disappoint. Nothing happens. No power, no presence. Just the continued silence of the past five years, ever since I started silat training at the age of ten. 

Tok Yaakub and I circle each other, bare feet stirring up clouds of dust from the packed dirt of the gelanggang. He slashes at me with his keris and I slash back, dancing backwards and forwards to the warm breeze. There’s sweat in my eyes and on my palms, frustration in my soul and in my forms. 

This match ends as it always does with his double-edged dagger at my chest. At least this time, I’m not flat on my back. He grunts in disappointment and withdraws his blade. We take a step backwards, bow to each other with our hands clasped in front of our chests, blades facing down. The fight is over and we bear no ill will to each other. 

“That was terrible, Putera Mikal,” Tok Yaakub says. “What’s wrong with you today?”

Everything. It’s hot, I’m sticky with sweat, my hair is itchy on my face, I still haven’t earned my Amok Strength, there’s a delegation from Bayangan no one is talking about, rumour says we’re about to go to war, Ayahanda has been distant and busy all week... 

“Nothing.” I wipe the sweat off my face with the back of my sleeve. It’s not that I don’t trust him. Besides training me in silat, Tok Yaakub teaches me military tactics and strategies. He’s one of the few adults I trust with my life—but he’s also one of my father’s men and sits on the Majlis as Temenggung, the commander of our military and head of security. Which means I don’t trust him with my secrets. 

“Come, let us put away the keris and go hand to hand. Get some of that restless energy out of you.” He wipes down his keris and lays it on the outer edge of the marked circle. 

My keris is about the length of my forearm. I take my time to shine each curve of the iron blade before I sheath it, rubbing away my sweat from the carved, gilded hilt. Then I walk to the opposite end of the circle and place it on the stand. I don’t have to. There’s no rule that says I should do so. I retie my knee-long hair into a bun so it will stop flying in my face then adjust my belt for the absence of the keris.

I turn to find Tok Yaakub scrutinising me with a worried look. His hair is neatly tied at the nape and falls down to his waist. I don’t know how he does it. Maybe it’s part of the Amok gift that’s extended from my father the Sultan to him as Temenggung. 

“Are you sure you’re not ill?” He crosses the circle towards me and I duck to avoid the arc of his hand that’s trying to feel my forehead. 

“I said it’s nothing, Tok Yaakub. I’m not sick.”

He sniffs in disbelief. “It’s never nothing with young men like you. Now either you best me or you tell me what’s bothering you.”

This time I don’t wait. I don’t bother with protocol that says we have to face each other and bow, that courtesy of making sure he’s ready. No one’s going to wait for me to be ready in war. He’s always ready though, he’s always prepared, so I can’t break through his defences, no matter how high or how low I strike, arms, legs or elbows. 

We break apart and circle each other again. 

“Is Terang at war?” I blurt.

A look of caution enters his face, his eyes wary, searching me. “Where did—what do you mean?”

“Where did I hear that? People talk you know, and sometimes I listen.”

He grimaces and straightens his stance, dropping his hands. “Do you see any armies? Any fighting?”

I haven’t, but Yosua heard it from his father, and Garett’s rumours are always right. It may not be here yet, but it’s coming. I straighten as well, folding my arms. “Why else are the Bayangans here?” I don’t know why I’m saying this—this is Majlis business I’m not supposed to know about—but once I start, there’s no stopping the flow.

“They’re not here for—”

“Ayahanda doesn’t tell me anything. Am I not old enough to be involved in the affairs of the sultanate?”

“Tuanku, your father—”

“I’m next in line to the throne, Tok Yaakub, but I don’t know anything that’s happening in Terang—or even here in Maha! My personal attendant, my servant, knows more than I do!” Yosua has always known more than me through the servant’s gossip, but I don’t say this. I can’t tell Tok Yaakub that almost every bit of news I hear comes from my servant because no one else in the palace tells me anything. “I don’t know what’s going on and the Majlis thinks I’m stupid and naive. They look at me and say I need to be responsible, that I need to act for the best of the sultanate. Then they look down on me because they think I don’t...but the truth is I can’t because I don’t know anything.” 

My voice cracks and I wince. My eyes are prickling and my face is hot. 

I’m fifteen, not five. 

I steel myself and glare at the face of my teacher, who looks bemused. It rankles. I am Mikal ayell Simson, only son of Sultan Simson of Maha, the First City of Terang. I am a prince not some backwater fool or village champion trying to act smart.

To distract myself, I rush him again, aiming low to bring him down. He turns it against me instead, flipping me to land on my back, his hand pinning my chest on the floor. 

“Your time will come, Putera Mikal. It’s not that your father doesn’t trust you. He’s just distracted by this unexpected delegation and Majlis business. He hasn’t realised you are old enough to stand by his side and support him. Don’t worry. He will remember you. You’re still young, Tuanku. There is no rush.”

Bitterness spills out of my mouth before I can pull it back. “Maybe you should tell that to the rest of the Majlis. They all look down on me.” 

“Why do you think that? I’ve not heard any of them speak badly of you.” 

“They wouldn’t do that in your presence, Tok. They know you teach me. They don’t say it to my face either. I just hear their snide remarks in passing, as if I am a child.”

Tok Yaakub smiles. He offers me a hand and I use it to pull myself up. “You are a child. You haven’t even been officially appointed Raja Muda yet.”

And I won’t be appointed until I gain my Strength. “You know what I mean.” 

“I do know what you mean. You’re a young man with too much energy, chafing at the fact that you have no destiny to fulfil, no war to fight. You think your father has forgotten you and the Majlis snubs you. I assure you, they do not. I will talk to them—”

“No! They will think me even more childish and churlish then, to have come and whined to you.” 

Tok Yaakub cocks an eyebrow. “Which you have done.”

“Yes, but I know you will keep it confidential.” I think. I hope. I should never have said anything. Maybe they’re right. Maybe I’m not ready enough for this.

“Hmmm.” He draws it out and his eyes crinkle and I know he’s teasing me now. “And so I will.”

We stand there looking at each other until he says, “Are we done?”

“Yes. I’m done.”

We make our belated bows. Even though we stopped sparring a while ago, this also signifies the end of our conversation, the battle of our words. 

Tok Yaakub lays a hand on my shoulder. “You can confide in me, Tuanku. I’ll always keep what you tell me confidential. And not judge you.”

“Now I’m worried you will judge me.” My laugh sounds stilted and forced even to my ears.

“When have I ever judged you?”

“All the time, Tok. Especially when you disarm me over and over again.”

“Ah, but that’s only on your ineptitude at silat, not on your capabilities and outstanding qualities as a fine young prince.”

The Temple bells toll, a deep and insistent call to the faithful, startling me. We were meant to have finished training half an hour ago. Now I’ll have to rush to get ready for the weekly Temple meeting. “Ayahanda will be expecting me at Jemaah.”

Tok Yaakub nods. “I will see you there, Tuanku.”

I give him another hasty bow, grab my keris, and lope through the long corridors towards my suite. 

––––––––

[image: ]


​

YOSUA ISN’T ANYWHERE to be seen when I burst through the door. The suite is dim, light falling on the polished floor in fancy patterns through the carved ventilation vents near the ceiling, but all the wooden shutters are closed and the lamps lie cold.

“Yos?” 

It’s not like him to be unprepared on Jemaah day—sometimes I think he’s more religious than I am. He should be screaming at me and rushing me along right now. I push the nearest two windows open with a clack, letting more light in. 

I dodge the sofa piled with pillows—he seems to at least have cleaned and straightened up the living room—and hurry across the open space towards my bedroom. Maybe he’s in there, running late. I fling the drapes aside. The large canopy bed is made, mosquito netting tied back. The spot where he usually lays out my clothes is empty. 

“Yosua! Where are you?”  

The bathroom is cold and dry, lacking the refreshing bath I was looking forward to. This is unacceptable.

“Yosua, why haven’t you prepared my bath?” I storm over to the connecting door to his room and pound on it. There’s no reply. 

“Yos?”

I fling the door open to an empty room. It’s not the first time I’ve seen it, but it strikes me again how small and cramped it is. There’s a narrow cot on the left, neatly made, threadbare sheet covering an equally thin mattress. A flat pillow lies at its head and a blanket is folded at its foot. Yosua should ask housekeeping to replace these items. The white walls are bare and stark, cold and impersonal. In the far corner is a single washstand and opposite it, a cupboard. Yosua is a genius to be able to fit all his belongings in that one cupboard and on his bedside table. This doesn’t help me find him, though.

I close the door and consider my options. Yos is not here and I’m running out of time. I can’t turn up at Jemaah in my training clothes, trailing the sweat and dust of the gelanggang. The priests would not accept it and the council would look down on me even more. I eye the wardrobe, unsure which of the four doors would lead to my Jemaah clothes. The one on the farthest right, I think. With a muttered prayer of thanks, I pull out the first set of baju I see. I’m going to box Yos when I see him next. It’s the one day of the week I really need clean hair and he’s not here to help me. 

Washing and combing my hair alone is one of the most annoying experiences of my life. I’ve done it several times before, but it’s always more convenient to have Yosua help me. Most of the time, I feel that the only reason I need a personal attendant is to deal with my hair. I want to cut it, but I can’t. Not if I ever hope to inherit the Amok Strength. Not unless I want to give up my vows and my future throne. 

By the time I walk through the imposing double doors of the Temple and hurry to the first row of pews, Ayahanda is scowling, lips pressed into a tight line. They can’t start Jemaah without me. Right. 

“Where have you been?” His voice is as tight as the folds of his turban, as sharp as creases on his trousers. 

I haven’t bothered with a turban and the wet patch on the back of my trousers is from my still-damp hair. “My training with Tok Yaakub ended late, Ayahanda. Then I was delayed because Yosua had not prepared—” 

“You know Jemaah is today. Why were you not ready? No, no more excuses. You must be responsible, Mikal. How can I pass the throne to you if I can’t trust you?”

That word again, responsible. I’m sick of it. I lower my head and mumble, “It will not happen again, Ayahanda.”

“See that it doesn’t.” He turns away so I follow suit, staring ahead at the priests and trying to calm my thoughts.

I hate it when he makes me feel this way, as if I were a wayward toddler instead of his grown-up heir. His displeasure irks me though, because it really isn’t my fault. It’s not as if I could predict training would run overtime on the same day Yosua failed me. If he’d been where he should have been, this wouldn’t have happened. I turn to see if Yosua is anywhere in the crowd. 

He isn’t. At least, not that I can see. As a Bayangan, he would be way back in the crowd anyway—the first row is reserved for my family and visiting dignitaries, the next block of about four rows for the seven members of the council and their families, followed by another block of six or so rows for the noble families of Maha.

Ayahanda’s hand twitches and I focus ahead again. A feeling of unease pervades the Temple and the hairs on my arms stand on edge. Paderi Nur, the second in command of the Temple, stutters in her recital of the liturgy. The serving diaken, her assistant, drops the censer, spilling incense and oil all over the altar. The congregation gasps. Everything comes to a stop. 

Uskup Daud, the head of the Temple in Maha, rises to his feet, hands trembling. He steps forward and I expect him to take over the ceremony, or to chastise the offending pair. Instead, he spins to face us and roars one word, “Repent!”

I sense more than see Ayahanda tensing beside me, his hands balling into fists. He’s been quarrelling with Uskup Daud for weeks now, ever since he sent the last uskup back to Suci. This isn’t going to turn out well. 

“The time has come! Terang is far from Me. You must repent or disaster will strike at your borders, and terrors at your very heart. Beginning with you, O Sultan!” He looks straight at Ayahanda.

“Silence!” Ayahanda surges to his feet, face mottling. 

No. Ayahanda can’t do this. A burst of temper in the Temple might trigger a series of cleansing rituals, guilt offerings, sin offerings—who knew what?—and with a new war looming, no matter what Tok Yaakub says, a formal standoff between Palace and Temple isn’t ideal. I try to hold him back, but he shrugs me off.

“Repent! Turn your heart back to Kudus before Terang is destroyed,” the uskup bellows.

Repent of what? What has Ayahanda done now?

Ayahanda stalks forward, planting his feet in front of the altar and sneers in the uskup’s face. “The Mahan priesthood is deviant. I demand Suci replace you—”

“It is you who brings judgement upon us, O Sultan! Your love has—”

“Silence that blasphemer. Put him in the cells!” Ayahanda turns away and flicks a thumb at Uskup Daud. 

Chaos erupts. I watch in horror as royal guards march up to the front of the Temple and lay their hands on the sacred person of the uskup. 

Why is he doing this? He’s supposed to be protecting this sanctuary, not destroying it!

“Ayahanda?” 

Still snarling at the uskup, he doesn’t hear me. 

The roar of sound builds in the enclosed hall. No one seems to have maintained any decorum. There’s yelling and screaming, even from the priests, their usual solemn demeanour stripped away. Groups of frantic diaken—assistants and acolytes in the Temple—swarm around the soldiers only to be swatted away like buzzing flies. 

Uskup Daud is dragged out even though he’s not struggling. The royal guards aren’t armed—no one’s allowed to be armed in the Temple—and they don’t need to be. Ayahanda’s Strength flows through them, fuelled by his rage, and they manhandle the uskup out of the building. 

It’s Ayahanda who is making the biggest scene, red-faced and screaming. The council members watch us solemnly and I feel the weight of their judgement. I need to do something, say something to calm Ayahanda down. If only my mother were still alive! They say Ibunda used to stop him with a twitch of her eyebrow, the merest glint of her displeasure. I look for support but find none. Tok Yaakub is sitting with his face in his hands. 

This isn’t the first time Ayahanda has caused trouble with the Temple. Kudus knows he stirred up enough ill will during Ibunda’s long illness and her eventual death. He’s railed against Kudus, the Uskup Agung in Suci, and the Mahan Temple many times in the intervening years and imprisoned more priests than I can count on both hands. I don’t even know what sets him off anymore. But this is the first time he’s interrupted Jemaah and arrested the head of the Temple himself in public. 

I lay a hand on Ayahanda’s shoulder, drawing his attention. He stops mid-rant to glare at me and I want to shrivel up on the spot and die. Before I can say anything, he pulls away and leaves. 
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​Chapter 2
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​THERE’S STILL NO SIGN of Yosua when I get back to my room and flop down on my bed. 

Paderi Nur has assured me the Temple will be alright, reminding me of the priests’ Perantaraan gift that allows them to communicate directly to Suci, the holy city where the Uskup Agung is based. Uskup Agung Ikhlas, the ruler of Suci and head of religion in our united sultanate of Terang, will tell them what to do and negotiate with Ayahanda for Uskup Daud’s release. Still, I want to find out what Uskup Daud meant—if the guards let me visit him. They’d barred me from visiting the last priest Ayahanda imprisoned. 

Though the sun has set and dinner is about to be served, I dawdle, pacing my room as I wait for Yosua. I can’t think of any more excuses for him and now I’m beginning to think something must have happened. Has he met with an accident? I finally give in to my hunger and head down to the formal dining room without bothering to change out of my Jemaah clothes. It’s not as if Ayahanda will notice anyway.  

The troupe has started playing the night’s entertainment when I enter the dining room. Several people mutter as I walk past them to my seat at Ayahanda’s right. Dinner has been served.

Ayahanda is busy talking to the lady on his left, so whilst I mumble my apologies and sit down, I study her. She has a light cast to her skin, much fairer than the women of Terang, a stark contrast against the deep black of her dress. Her hair is loose, a light brown, almost the same shade as Yosua’s. There’s a feel of something exotic, something forbidden, and I wonder if she is one of the Bayangan delegation everyone has been avoiding talking about. Ayahanda addresses her as Layla a few times, but doesn’t drop any other clues about who she is or what her rank is.

Layla smiles at me. “It’s good to meet you, Putera Mikal.”

“A pleasure, Tengku.” I go for a high title, just short of royalty, just in case. It’s better to flatter someone than to insult them, anyway. Ayahanda doesn’t reprimand me and neither does Layla, so she must be someone high-ranking.  

“Simson tells me you’re a very good student,” she says. She looks me in the eyes, her hand resting lightly on my father’s forearm.

I try not to gawk as I thank her.

“I have nothing but glowing reports from his instructors,” Ayahanda says with an indulgent smile. Not at me, at her. A cold hand grips my heart and a shiver runs up my spine. 

“I’m sure he’s a great asset to you,” she replies, returning a bright smile of her own.

I don’t know what’s more unsettling—the way they’re smiling at each other, or the fact that Ayahanda seems so enamoured of this unknown woman. Or maybe the way she casually refers to him by just his name. It’s not allowed. Only the other two members of the triumvirate rank high enough to do that. Even I don’t refer to him by his name, and he’s my father! Ayahanda is addressed by his title of Sultan or Tuanku when spoken to in person. When others speak of him, he’s referred to as Baginda Paduka. 

I ladle a generous portion of chickpea curry on my plate and tear at my roti with my fingers, dipping the warm flat bread into the curry. The rest of the table is filled with council members and nobles, though there is a scattering of unfamiliar faces who must be from the lady’s retinue. If this is the Bayangan delegation that’s been kept a secret, something significant must have happened today that they are showing their faces in public. Yosua should know something—

Where is Yosua? I don’t expect to find him in the dining hall—he rarely gets pulled into dinner duty—so it’s no great surprise I don’t see him anywhere around. I flag down a passing servant to ask, but he hasn’t seen Yosua either.

“What’s the matter?” Ayahanda asks.

“Nothing important, Ayahanda. I’m just looking for Yosua.”

“The Bayangan houseboy?” 

That’s a strange way to describe Yosua, but I nod.

“A boy from Bayangan?” Layla asks.

Ayahanda is flippant as he replies, “His family is of the line. Been here since the last war, serves in the palace.”

“As your slaves.” 

“No!” Ayahanda bristles. “We don’t believe in slaves in Terang, not like you Bayangan.”

“Don’t you?” Her eyes narrow.

“All our servants are paid. We don’t own them or keep them prisoner.”

“But they can’t return home.”

Ayahanda shifts in his chair. “I suppose they could, but they don’t want to.”

She purses her lips then says, “They don’t want to. I see. And how do you know that?”

“Because they don’t. None of them have tried to leave.”

“What terms did you put on their survival? Death? Torture? Swore them and their families to serve your line?”

Garett has mentioned a pledge before in passing, and I wonder if it’s related. 

Ayahanda just shrugs. “Nothing they didn’t willingly promise to keep the peace. What does that have to do with us now, Tuanku?” 

That final formality is the only thing that shows his irritation, and now I know for sure who she is: Permaisuri Layla Regis Ishi, the newly-crowned queen of Bayangan. 

Oh. 

She pauses, her face thoughtful. “Nothing. I was just surprised to discover that some of my people are here.” She turns to me. “What has happened to this servant of yours, Putera Mikal?”  

I look up at her, right hand hovering between my plate and my mouth. I put my hand down and answer, “I haven’t seen him since breakfast so I’m a little worried if something has happened to him, that’s all.”

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Ayahanda says, “He’s probably shirking somewhere like they tend to do.”

Layla’s expression tightens just a little.

“It’s not like him, Ayahanda. Yos is always so conscientious. And he never misses Jemaah! Something must have happened.”

Ayahanda waves a hand. “Give it a day. He’ll turn up tomorrow and grovel.”

A hard look flits across Layla’s face, disappearing before my father can see it. Her lips part then press into a weird smile. There’s an awkward silence between us, masked by the strains of music from the ensemble. 

“This troupe is very good,” Layla says.

I nod. They’re playing one of the founding stories of Terang, a theatre-dance ensemble that features younger performers. I wonder what Layla thinks about the fact that half of them look like they have Bayangan heritage. I’m sure she’s just ignoring it out of courtesy. 

It’s a piece I’m particularly fond of, one that Yos used to perform when we were children, before he’d been assigned to my service. I’d been so jealous I’d begged to be allowed to learn to dance, only to be told that the art was meant for courtesans and servants. Not satisfied, I pestered Yosua into teaching me some of the moves and hand signals in private. 

I search for them out of habit: the open left hand, palm down, meaning wait; two hands clenched on each other, pulled in to their chests, signalling trust. Terang was founded on trusting and waiting on Kudus. The two signals are repeated many times in this piece, though the performers’ movements are so fluid it’s difficult to pick them out unless you’re looking for them. I wonder who selected this piece for tonight. Not Ayahanda, surely. It’s not the thing he’d select right after arguing with the Temple. Neither is he paying attention to it. Tok Yaakub is, though, and I wonder if he was the one who requested it. He nods in my direction when he notices me watching him.

I pick at the kuih served for dessert until I can excuse myself from dinner. Ayahanda just grunts his approval, still concentrating on Permaisuri Layla. She gives me a slight smile as I leave. 

Since Yosua is not in the dining room, I doubt he’ll be in the kitchens, but I check there anyway. Marla, my ex-nursemaid and Yosua’s mother, shakes her head and seems surprised. 

“I’ve been busy here all day, Tuanku. I’ve no energy to chase after wayward sons on Jemaah day. If I see him, I’ll help you spank him for causing so much trouble.”

“Just send him my way, Marla,” I reply in amusement. 

“He stopped by during lunchtime, Tuanku,” a kitchen help says as she passes by holding a tray full of dirty dishes. “Siti packed him something as he said he was going to do your laundry.”

I thank her and hurry off to the laundry rooms. If Yosua had ever been there, he’s long gone. If he’d been injured, however, someone would have taken him to the infirmary, so that’s where I check next. There’s no one there. 

An odd thought grips me: maybe he’s run away.

––––––––
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​I’M STILL MULLING THE fact that Yosua might have left Maha, like Permaisuri Layla suggested, when I realise that I’m in the servants’ wing heading to Garett’s room. Marla may not know where her son is but her husband might—if Yosua had checked in with him before he disappeared. I don’t believe it. He would never run away, not without telling me. 

The place seems dingier and darker than I remember, the corridors lit with dim oil lamps that look like they haven’t been cleaned in months. The walls are blackened with soot from the lamps. It’s a far cry from the clean, bright corridors of the main palace. I don’t know why none of the servants bother to clean up. It seemed brighter and cheerier the last time I was here. I count the years and am shocked to realise it’s been nine years. It doesn’t feel that long ago.

I knock on the once-familiar door. There’s a scuffling and scraping inside before the door opens and I’m face to face with Yosua himself. His eyes are swollen almost shut, face covered with deep purple-and-red bruises and angry gashes that stand out against his fair skin. Dried blood clings to the cracks of his puffy lips. He’s cradling his left arm.

“Yos! What happened?”

Yosua winces and moves to close the door. I stick my foot in the crack and push the door open again.  

Yosua stumbles backwards. “Tuan...” Master.

“Let him in,” Garett’s deep voice calls from inside. 

Yosua’s shoulders slump and he steps aside for me to enter. He shuts and latches the door behind me, then heads back towards his father. 

The room hasn’t changed much, though it’s smaller than I remember. This used to be my refuge from the craziness that descended on the palace after Ibunda’s death, the one place where Marla’s calm prevailed. Yosua’s pallet is still there, next to his parents’ double bed; why they keep it, I don’t know. It feels like a waste of this cramped space. 

Garett has lit a small fire in the grate and is bending over a boiling pot of water. He stands as I approach, his greeting a muttered Tuanku. Your Highness. Stacks of bandages line the table alongside a jar of soothing cream. He puts the bowl of warm water down on the table, looks at Yosua, and jerks his head towards the chair. He dips a cloth in the bowl and waits. 

Yosua gives me a sidelong glance before he shrugs off his shirt, trying not to move his arm. He lowers himself onto the chair.

“What happened to you, Yos?” I ask. “Why aren’t you in the infirmary?”

“Nothing that concerns you, Tuanku, nor the infirmary,” Garett says firmly. 

Those cuts and bruises look bad. “I’d say it concerns me, Garett. Someone attacked my personal servant. This could be taken as an attack on myself.” 

“No, no, Tuan. It had nothing to do—” Yosua starts protesting but he’s cut off by his father. Yosua’s paler than ever, wild-eyed. 

They stare at each other, a strange battle of wills I haven’t witnessed before. He’s usually as compliant to Garett’s orders as I am to my father’s. 

“Would either of you like to tell me what’s going on?” 

“Tuanku, you know how it is between Terang and Bayangan.” Garett has won this round, it seems. He concentrates on treating Yosua’s wounds, which look even worse in the light of the flickering candle on the table.

“Do I?”

“Things have been brewing since the delegation arrived last week. Maybe the illustrious Sultan—”

“He tells me nothing,” I interrupt. More oblique references to this shadowy delegation. “I hear more from Yos than from him.”

Garett apologises, looking up from his work. “I don’t know if they bring it up in Majlis, but they surely must be aware...” He trails off at my shrug. 

“I’m sure the council knows many things. But as I am not invited to Majlis meetings, it is hard for me to say what they do or do not know.”

An uneasy silence falls in the room. Garett ignores me as he continues to apply cream to Yosua’s wounds. I stare at the mouldy walls, ignoring Yosua’s gaze. 

I cannot take it any longer. “Who attacked you? Tell me.”

Yosua opens his mouth but shuts it again at Garett’s glare.

“It wasn’t an attack,” Garett says in slow, measured tones. “This was nothing more than a little...racial tension.” He ties off a final bandage a little too hard and Yosua winces. Garett’s face softens but he doesn’t say anything, still not looking at me.

“A little racial tension that has caused my personal attendant pain and has taken him from my service for more than half a day. With no one knowing where he was or what had happened to him.”

“I’m sorry, Tuan!” Yosua blurts. He looks close to panic. Good. “I should have returned or informed you—” 

“Yes, you should have. You should have let someone know or sent a message and I could have helped you. Instead, I have wasted half a day looking and asking after you. Only Kudus knows what everyone thinks of me now!” 

Garett and Yosua exchange guilty looks. I can’t help but feel victorious, even though it’s a petty thing.

“I apologise, Tuanku,” Garett says. “That would be my fault. When I found him unconscious, I took him directly back here and didn’t think of involving the infirmary or informing you.”

“I see. Where did you find him?” 

Yosua speaks before his father can stop him. “On the road from the city, Tuan.”

O Kudus, had he really been trying to run away? My heart drops. “What were you doing in the city? Who gave you permission?”

“Ampun, Tuan,” Yosua apologises in a hoarse whisper. “I just wanted to see the parade. I had finished all my chores, I swear.”

My anger has run out and my victory has fizzled and I don’t know what else to do but say, “Well, see it doesn’t happen again.” 

I head to the door and am about to leave when I hear Yosua’s soft moan. I’m sure he meant to muffle it, but it’s loud in my ears. I pause, still holding the door open, but don’t look back when I say, “I doubt you’ll be much use until you heal, so take the next few days off until your eyes stop swelling, at least. And I want a daily update, Garett.”

It’s as heartless as I can bear sounding. I walk away, letting the door slam behind me. 
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​I AM AS RESTLESS AS the waves so I pace the corridors. I cannot bear the thought of being cooped up in my room right now, no matter how many windows I can open or what winds blow through. With each pass, I study the servants who scuttle by. Their numbers dwindle as activity around the palace slows. 

Many of them have a lighter cast of skin and hair like Yosua and his family. They’ve always been here; I grew up with Yosua as my playmate, his mother as my nursemaid. I don’t know what Garett does but he was always out early in the morning and back late in the evening, physically exhausted. I cannot imagine Maha without them, though others older than me can, those who were born before the end of the war, before Ayahanda destroyed the bridge and closed the ports. 

The servants look exhausted after dinner, ill-fitting, threadbare clothes stained with grease and dirt. Maybe it’s some form of Bayangan frugality—Yosua has berated me often to be less wasteful—but I’m sure the palace coffers are not that empty to be unable to replace some of those rags. The darker-skinned Mahans are better dressed, smarter, crisper, more confident. Most of those head towards the gates instead of the servants’ wing. 

Soon enough, there’s no one left to study, no one to distract me so I head out to the gelanggang. The sprawling palace complex towers over me, all tall graceful pillars in deep brown, almost black in the moonlight. I slip into the forms, letting their familiarity calm me. 

Silat lets me forget about the world. By focusing on my body, on the physicality of movement and control of my self, I can push away the thoughts that buzz in my head, from why the Bayangan permaisuri is flirting with my father to who would dare beat up my servant. 

Silat also focuses me on the one thing I lack: my family’s Amok gift. 

O Kudus, Maha Esa, You created this world, You gave us this power, why do You hide Your face from me? What have I done wrong? Do You not love me enough to give me this one thing? This one thing You have promised? I’m not asking for the world, Kudus. I’m just asking for my inheritance. 

I haven’t broken my vows—no razor has touched a hair on my head, no matter how much I sometimes itch to shave everything off; no alcoholic drink has passed my lips. I attend Jemaah every first day of the week and have offered my sacrifice every year since I turned twelve as required. I have studied the Firman backwards and forwards and can recite any number of verses, even chapters, sometimes better than the diaken. None of the paderi overseeing my religious studies can fault my knowledge or my faithfulness. 

Each successive uskup in Maha says to keep waiting, keep waiting on Kudus. They remind me often that everything comes in His time. Maybe I am too impatient and He is punishing me for it. Maybe I have some hidden sin I refuse to confess. Maybe I want it too much, more than I want Kudus himself, which is why He is withholding this gift from me. I must pursue Kudus, the gift-giver and not the gift. 

Only Uskup Daud has said the one thing that is raw, honest, and doesn’t hurt as much: Who knows the mind of Kudus? His decisions are not your fault.  

I look up at the stars shimmering in the dark sky, the moon almost at its zenith. I’d meant to visit Uskup Daud earlier, but the prospect of Yosua running away had unsettled me, driving all thoughts of the altercation at the Temple out of my mind. It isn’t too late yet. In fact, the timing may even be better—the reduced number of patrols at this time of night would lower my chances of being seen. Prisoners aren’t denied visitors as long as they’re recorded, but I don’t want Ayahanda to find out that I’ve seen the uskup. 

The Mahan jail is a separate building annexed to the palace, mostly empty and sparsely guarded. Ayahanda doesn’t believe in long term imprisonment—another reason I should see Uskup Daud as soon as possible. Ayahanda won’t execute a member of the priesthood as he does spies and dissidents but he’ll exile him in the next few days. If I don’t see him now, there’s no guarantee he’ll still be there tomorrow. 

There’s no one about as I sneak up to the jail. I pause to listen. Guards parade past at sporadic intervals, but I don’t know when the last one passed by to be able to guess when the next one will come. I duck into a nearby recess, the thudding of my heart loud in my ears. 

A flickering shadow grows against the wall before the soft thud of soles on the packed dirt registers in my hearing. Sheer luck has kept me hidden. Holding my breath, I press against the wall until the footsteps fade and there are no more moving shadows. I count to fifteen before slipping out of the nook and continuing into the building. 

Most of the cells I pass by are empty. Uskup Daud is in one of the cells right in the centre of the building. He’s on his knees in the middle of the narrow space, facing north towards Suci, muttering in prayer.

“Uskup Daud!” 

His head shoots up, eyes wild. He spins around, searching in all directions before he catches sight of me and sighs in what I hope is relief. His eyes flutter shut for a second as his hand clutches at his chest and he mutters something. 

“What are you doing here, Tuanku?” he asks as he approaches me. 

“I came to find out how you’re doing.”

“I’m fine. I will be fine,” he amends.

Now that I’m here, I don’t really know what I want to ask. Or how to even ask it. 

He catches on to my uncertainty. “Does Baginda Paduka know you’re here?”

I shake my head. “No, I snuck past the guards. Ayahanda doesn’t...I didn’t ask him because I didn’t think he’d want me to talk to you.”

“I see.” He massages the bridge of his nose. “What troubles you, my child?”

“Earlier...” I fumble, cheeks burning. Why was I here? Why had I insisted to Tok Yaakub that I was ready for this? “At Jemaah you said—was that a prophecy?”

“What do you consider a prophecy?”

How am I supposed to know? “A foretelling of the future? I mean, what I want to know is if what you said will happen?”

“What was spoken today may or may not come to pass. Whether prophetic or not, it is, at the very least, a warning. A warning that if Maha continues down this road, judgement will come and Terang will be destroyed.”

“But then my father...What Ayahanda did wasn’t right. If it’s truly from Kudus, why did he...” I gesture at the cell and Uskup Daud, unsure how to put things into words. 

“Baginda Paduka Sultan Simson doesn’t like what Kudus is saying to him, so he punishes the messengers instead.”

I look for accusation in his face, but it’s neutral, like a statement of fact. “What is Kudus saying to him?” 

“You were there, Tuanku. Did you not hear the message? Or are you one of the deaf?”

I want him to repeat his message, but he looks at me as if I’m the village idiot. 

“Repent?” It’s the only thing that stood out in the chaos, the one thing Uskup Daud had repeated over and over, as if he were drumming it into my head. I sag sideways against the bars with a huff. “I don’t know. It’s all a blur. Repent of his actions, something about him causing destruction to Terang...”

The priest frowns his disapproval. “Judgement is coming, Putera Mikal. If not in this generation, then the next. Instead of dealing with it in the right way, in Kudus’ way, Sultan Simson is taking things into his own hands. He seeks alliances and treaties that are not in alignment with the will of Kudus.” 

His voice rises with each word and I glance around desperately, trying to shush him. He ignores me, speaking as if he is delivering a sermon.

“Has he forgotten that we are not to ally ourselves with the enemy? Yet he entertains the Bayangan permaisuri, gives her parades in the city as an honoured guest, seats her at his own table. I can feel Kudus withdrawing His presence, Tuanku. If your father does not repent, it will go from us altogether, and the fall of Maha and all Terang will come with it.”

“Is there no hope? No other way out?” 

“You can watch and pray, my child. Prepare your heart—if your father persists in this manner, the mantle will fall on you to bring this city back to the proper worship of Kudus, Maha Esa, Almighty God of Terang.”

“I’m just—”

He makes an impatient noise. “You won’t always be a child. Do not fool yourself, Putera Mikal. If Maha falls, a penance will be required and the Covenant of Salt will need to be renewed. Whether it falls upon you or upon your children depends on your actions in this time. Kudus’ wrath and vengeance can be delayed only for a time.”

There’s a sound in the corridor and I freeze. It’s too soon. The patrols are not usually this frequent. Has someone heard us? I’ve barely found out anything! Uskup Daud falls silent too, looking past me into the gloom. I strain to listen, but there’s nothing else to be heard. False alarm. Perhaps it was some nocturnal animal.

I heave a sigh of relief. “So Ayahanda—”

“Sultan Simson needs to repent. He is departing from the ways of Kudus, which will lead him—and Terang—to destruction. You must stop him.”

“But what can I do? Ayahanda doesn’t listen to me. No one listens to me. The Majlis—”

Uskup Daud lunges and grips my hands through the bars. “You must tell Baginda Paduka that his past disobedience will catch up with him. The Bayangans in Maha, the alliance with the permaisuri, this Garett—”

“Who’s there?” A strident voice rings out from the end of the corridor.  

Too late. I snatch my hands away and run. A jutting wall ahead obscures part of the corridor. I scramble towards it, hoping the guard will not think to check past it. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I see the guard striding into view and I press back into the shadows, closing my eyes and stilling my breath in the hope that he hasn’t seen me. His footsteps are erratic, as if he’s pausing to look into each cell. He probably is. I hear shuffling and the sound of mumbling—Uskup Daud has resumed praying. 

“Keep it down,” the guard says before he stomps away again. 

I count to thirty this time, waiting until the only thing I hear is the priest’s mumbling. Then I slip out of my hiding place and hurry out of the jail. 

This Garett what? It haunts me that I don’t know what Uskup Daud was going to say, but I don’t dare return to ask. I’d rather live with the question than be hauled up before my father. Worse—I’d be dragged before Tok Yaakub first, as security is under his jurisdiction, and I don’t know how to justify all this sneaking around to him. 

I make it back to my rooms without seeing anyone. 
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​I WAKE TO AN INSISTENT knocking on the door. 

“Yosua! Yos! Get the door!” 

The knocking continues until I remember that Yosua is not here. With a groan, I stumble out of bed. 

“Stop it, I’m coming.” 

The knocking stops. I fling the door open to a messenger who seems startled to see me. 

I glare at him through bleary eyes. “What.” 

“Good morning, Tuanku! Your presence is requested at the Majlis Maha meeting this morning.” He holds out an ornate envelope, with Ayahanda’s seal on it.

“What?”

“This morning, Tuanku.” His eyes seem to slide past me to look into my dark room. 

I hadn’t bothered to open the windows, had forgotten about it rather, since Yosua is the one who takes care of such things. 

“In an hour. Should I send up someone to assist you?” He thrusts the envelope at me again.

It takes a while for his words to sink in. “Majlis in an hour?” I stifle a cry, grabbing the letter. “Yes, yes, send someone up. Yosua is, uh, indisposed. And breakfast, thanks.”
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