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I wrote this novel because I was reflecting on the reality of my homeland, Indonesia, an archipelago that is so rich, but has never been completely fair to all its children.

Beyond Java, islands lie teeming with the earth's riches: majestic forests, vibrant seas, fertile soil, and abundant minerals. Yet, ironically, despite all this abundance, these communities are often left behind. Education is limited, jobs are scarce, and business opportunities are rare.

Meanwhile, Java has long been the center of everything: education, jobs, commerce, even dreams. Many people feel that to progress, they must go to Java. Other islands, which actually support the country with their wealth, are often merely peripheral to Indonesia's larger narrative.

It was from this anxiety that this novel was born. It's not just a story, but a mirror. I wanted to present the often-unheard voices from the east, the north, and the south—those who yearn for equal opportunities. This novel invites us to see Indonesia from a broader perspective: from villages outside Java, from the faces of the nation's children who have no less right to dream big.

May this story open the hearts of all of us, wherever we are, to understand that Indonesia is not just Java, but thousands of islands worthy of growing together. May justice and opportunity no longer be confined to one island, but flow evenly throughout the nation.

With great humility, I dedicate this novel to Indonesia, to the islands that are often forgotten, and to the undying hope in the hearts of those who continue to struggle.

Muhammad Ari Pratomo
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Dormitory at the Edge of the Country

Sugeng was born far from the bustle of the city, on the edge of a country often seen as little more than a tiny line on a map. The army barracks on the Papuan border became his first home: a row of simple wooden barracks, peeling paint on the walls, and a red and white flag that always flew proudly.

For young Sugeng, the sound of gunfire from the training field wasn't frightening, but rather part of the daily rhythm. He was accustomed to hearing the commander's commands, the soldiers' uniform footsteps, and the disciplined pace of life.

His father was a soldier, with a stern face and sharp eyes, but beneath that was a love rarely expressed through words. His mother, a gentle Javanese woman, was his balance. It was from her that Sugeng learned the meaning of prayer, patience, and silent love.

Nights at the dormitory were often accompanied by the sound of crickets and the sound of the ocean lapping against the shore. Electricity was only on for a few hours, and the rest of the time, the lights were on, oil lamps casting dancing shadows on the wooden walls. Young Sugeng often sat pensively on the porch, gazing up at the star-studded Papuan sky, as if harboring a never-ending secret.

At a young age, he didn't understand the meaning of national borders, armed conflict, or the mountains of gold mines nearby. All he knew was that he lived on the edge of a beautiful, harsh, and mysterious land. The dormitory was his world, a small fortress that taught him the meaning of discipline and solitude.

And it was there, among the simple wooden barracks, that the first seeds of Sugeng's big dream began to grow, even though he himself did not yet know where the dream would eventually take him.

Sugeng's day begins with the sound of a whistle from the field. Before the sun is high, the commander's voice echoes: "Ready to march!"

“Run around the barracks!”

Soldiers' children are accustomed to a disciplined lifestyle. Sugeng is no exception. Even as a child, he knows when to wake up, when to make bed, and when to run with a water bottle for his father when he returns from training.

But amidst this discipline, Sugeng had his own world. He enjoyed playing soccer on the dirt field with the Papuan children who lived nearby. Their balls were simply rolled-up rags, or sometimes young coconuts that had fallen from trees. They ran barefoot, laughing loudly, seemingly forgetting that life on the border was never easy.

Sugeng also used to help his mother. Sometimes he helped fill jerrycans with water from the well or chop firewood. When the power went out, Sugeng was in charge of lighting the oil lamps, creating a small flame that lit the night.

In a modest school not far from the dormitory, Sugeng learned to spell and count. The school's tin roof often leaked, the blackboard was covered in old chalk marks, and the wooden benches creaked with each sitting. But Sugeng never complained. He knew that knowledge was the only way out of the cramped world of the barracks.

Every afternoon, he liked to sit on the riverbank near the dormitory. The river flowed swiftly, its water glistening in the setting sun. From there, Sugeng often daydreamed. He imagined a world beyond this border, a world where children didn't have to struggle just to learn.

At night, Sugeng slept to the sounds of the ocean and crickets. Occasionally, a booming sound from the forest would wake him. But his mother would always whisper softly, "Go to sleep, son. You have to be strong tomorrow."

That simple life shaped little Sugeng: disciplined like his father, gentle like his mother, and full of curiosity about the world that awaits out there.

He did not know that from this seemingly ordinary daily life, a young man would be born who would dare to dream big for Indonesia.

As a child, Sugeng had a habit that never left him: daydreaming. He would sit for long periods on the barracks porch, staring at the slowly changing colors of the twilight sky, as if searching for something he couldn't put into words.

Behind her small eyes, the world seemed full of questions. Why did her father always have to guard the border? Why did her mother often cook rice with only a handful of salted fish, even though mining trucks passed
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