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Angkasa

The excited chatter of the gathered villagers wafted to Angkasa through the window, open to the air with the shutters pushed back. It reminded her of the troop of gibbons she had once disturbed in the nearby jungle. She grinned. They would not be flattered by such a comparison. They stood waiting in their finest clothes, as bright as jewelled orchids from the forest.

“Are you almost ready?” her mother’s voice drifted to her from her bedroom. She was dressing in her best short-sleeved shirt. The only one she had with such fine embroidery. It had cost her many days’ worth of her pottery. Angkasa tugged at the left sleeve of her own shirt, pulling it as far down as she could. As always, she wore a long-sleeved shirt. Her shirt contained far less embroidery than her mother’s. 

“Almost, Mae,” she called back to her mother. She carefully placed the last jasmine flower into a wooden bowl. She turned her head towards the bamboo screen covering the doorway into the living area and beyond that, her parents’ bedroom. Should she ask her mother about the conversation early this morning? Her parents had probably assumed Angkasa was still asleep, but she had woken early. Her mother and father had sounded tense though not angry. Was something worrying them? A worm of unease uncoiled in her stomach. Were they worried about her and how she would do today? No, the words she had heard had mentioned something ‘far-away’ and ‘why should they come here?’. Angkasa bit her lip. She did not want to know. Especially not this morning. She took a deep breath and balanced the thin plank of smooth teak wood across her left arm, tucked up against her body, and began to balance the six bowls along its length.

“Oh, perfect, my daughter.” Angkasa lifted her head. Her mother had come through to the kitchen, her footfalls so soft Angkasa had not heard her. She stared admiringly at the artfully arranged bowls that contained chicken with rice, mango slices and jasmine flowers. The delicate perfume of the flowers rose to Angkasa’s nose and mingled with the aroma of the mango and chicken. Her stomach grumbled quietly. They couldn’t eat until after the ceremony. Her mother’s dark eyes sparkled in her round face.

“How do I look?” her mother asked as she held out her arms and did a slow twirl. Her dark hair, greying in a thick streak above her right temple, was neatly twisted into a bun at the base of her head.

“You know I love that shirt, Mae,” Angkasa said.

Her mother approached her and tucked stray hairs behind her ears. Angkasa had been extra careful with piling her long hair up at the back. She used extra pins so that it wouldn’t come loose. 

“Come then. We should join the rest of the villagers before they become too unruly.” Her mother smiled gently and indicated that Angkasa should proceed before her.

“Where is Ayah?” Angkasa asked as she stepped outside.

“He is already out with some of his friends. He has probably drunk too much rice whisky already.” Her mother chuckled. It was true that her father enjoyed a drink with his friends, but he would not over-indulge, even on such a day as this.

As the villagers saw her and her mother they were greeted with friendly shouts and hellos. Angkasa tucked her head down and pressed her left arm tighter into her body. It was an honour to carry the offerings across the newly ploughed field to the modest shrine, though she would be just as happy when the honour passed on to another next year. This was one ritual that the village had kept, despite the long-ago monks from across the ocean telling them to stop. They had brought word of the one Divine Maker who all should worship. They had taught that the spirits the villagers prayed to did not exist and they had done all in their power to stamp out all worship of such spirits. A dilapidated building to the south of the village had once been the monks’ home. The villagers had tried praying to the Divine Maker for the rice crop to grow and for the rains to begin or to cease at the correct time. It had worked no better than praying to the spirits. After the monks had departed, they had dropped almost all worship. But this one ritual remained. The villagers all enjoyed it and it brought them all together for the joint venture of the village - rice farming.

Angkasa peered up at the pewter sky and hoped the rain would hold off at least until after the ceremony. She did not wish to be balancing the bowls with slippery mud underfoot. It would be a disgrace for the family if she were to overbalance or drop the bowls. Why did it have to be her at all? She was not the best person for carrying important objects. She sighed. It had to be her at some point because everyone who was not too old or too young took a turn and there were not so many people in the village that she could avoid it forever. 

***
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Angkasa sat cross legged in the cramped bamboo shelter. Its walls and roof were a patchwork of repairs, revealing its long history. The torrent of rain at the narrow doorway was a thick grey curtain obscuring her view of the rice fields. She did not wish to step out and check on the water levels in the fields; she would be drenched instantly. She brought her hands together at head height and slowly drew them apart, her connection to the world around her so natural now it had become automatic. The curtain of water parted, forming an arch above her head height, and she stepped out into the resulting rain free pocket. She kept her hands in the same position and moved forward. The arched dryness moved with her as she checked on the state of the fields. The mud squelched between her toes, but the newly dug ditches were doing their job and preventing the vulnerable seedlings from washing away or drowning.

All through the rainy season the plants had to be nurtured. Excess water was drained away by the ditches. Angkasa smiled wryly. In the dry season it was the opposite, with water from rain run-off brought to the lower fields via irrigation channels.

Angkasa often volunteered for the night watches. She could be alone in the peace and quiet. Just her and the water beetles, eels, and snakes. She should probably grab the lidded bamboo basket from the shelter and catch some for tomorrow’s meals. In a moment. For now, she simply stood in her small dry place and listened to the gentle roar of the falling water and the splash and gurgle as it hit the ground and rushed away. With a slight squint and a flex of her little finger, Angkasa drew three droplets of rain out of the torrent into her dry space. She fused them together and set the resultant drop to dancing and dipping in twirls and pirouettes. She could sense every particle that made up the water droplets, the energy that connected them to each other and to everything around them. The more she controlled something or changed it, the deeper into that connection she dived. There-in lay the balance a light wielder must learn. Dive too deep and you were lost. Lost in bliss perhaps, but lost, nonetheless. She had heard the stories of light wielders who had done this, their bodies living on for a while, their minds somewhere else. Practice must be done carefully.

Wielders were quite rare. The ability followed bloodlines though it tended to skip a generation or two. Sometimes more. Angkasa’s grandfather had been a wielder but he had died when she was tiny. Before he could teach her anything. Before anyone knew she had the ability. It never showed itself before the age of six or seven and sometimes much later. If he had ever wielded in her presence, she couldn’t remember it. Wielders were scattered across the land and it was unheard of to have more than one or two in any village, and they would likely be two generations of the same family. Perhaps they were more prolific in the cities. Angkasa had only ever met one, roughly five years ago. She had been travelling and had stopped for one night in their village. Angkasa’s mother had given her hospitality and she had spoken freely to Angkasa of the discipline required to master light wielding. Since then, Angkasa had practised every day. Mostly where no one could watch her. So far, she had found no use for it in her rice growing community. She had watched in fascination as the woman wielded, her mouth opening wide as the light seemed to gather and dance and shimmer about the woman’s hair and her fingertips. No wonder the villagers looked at her askance when she wielded in public. Not that she had done so for a long while. Angkasa never saw the light at her own fingertips, too absorbed with the wielding itself to notice, perhaps. Did the light dance about her head? She dared not ask anyone in the village.

***
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Angkasa stared out of the window. She could just make out the terraced rice fields opposite, hazy in the heavy rain. Far above the fields the dormant volcano loomed through the murk, darkly forested. The village streets were awash with water. If the monsoon rains did not abate soon, even the buffalo might get stuck in the thick mud and the village would be cut off. It happened every few years. This season was more than halfway through and though wetter than the last two seasons, it was not the worst they had endured.

Angkasa spooned up some more of her sweet rice porridge and peered surreptitiously at her parents. They were quiet this morning and kept glancing at each other and fidgeted on their bamboo mats. They were trying to decide whether to tell her something or not. It had been like this when her mother’s mother had been sick. Trying to decide how much of the truth to give her. Grandmother’s room remained empty and would do so until Angkasa married and brought her husband here. The room would become theirs then. Angkasa never voiced the thoughts that she had on the possibility of her finding a husband.

“Please, if you have news, I would rather just know,” she said, though disquiet settled over her shoulders.

Her mother tilted her head at her father, who sat up straighter. “It is nothing for you to worry about.”

Angkasa quirked an eyebrow. Starting a sentence in this way meant that it was something that should worry her.

Her father pretended not to see and continued. “Yesterday while you were with Citra, an offcomer came. He had heard news from further north, many days from here.” Her father paused.

“He didn’t choose to stay?” Angkasa queried, mostly to give her father time to find the words he wished to say.

Her father shook his head. “No. He was headed south on business and seemed eager to spread his gossip. He says that a gang of ruffians are taking light wielders who are alone in the forest. He didn’t know what they wanted with them, but the wielders are not harmed.” Her father rushed out the last sentence, as if that made it alright. “I am sure they will not come here.” He did not sound certain at all. Unease washed through Angkasa. What could they want with light wielders? And why more than one? Did this have something to do with that conversation she had partially overheard before the rice planting offering, so many weeks ago now? However, her father was not yet done. “He also brought word of an attack on a wielder, up north of Nampok, deep in the jungle there. Days ago, now. But there are many rumours spreading around the countryside. A murderer up there in the city, or a wild animal that developed a taste for human flesh.” He scratched his head. “It happens. Besides, that city is so far away, that can have nothing to do with us.” This time her father was certain. Nevertheless, a weight lodged in her stomach. She found she could no longer finish the last spoonful of porridge.

“This is not the first you have heard of this, is it Ayah?” she said.

Her father’s eyes widened. He shared a quick glance with her mother and then leaned forward. He did not look her in the eye. “You are correct, daughter. One of the villagers returned from a longer trip and brought word of such rumours. We didn’t think you needed to know as it was far away. His rumours came from a great deal further north than Nampok. I thought such people would have no reason to head this way. But it seems their travels have brought them further south. I still believe our village is too small to be of any interest to ruffians.” Her father’s lips firmed and Angkasa knew for the moment the subject was closed. The only interest here would be a wielder. Me. Angkasa swallowed in a dry mouth.

Mid-morning when Angkasa was ready to set off to check on the rice and help clear any blocked ditches, her father hovered in the doorway behind her. She stopped on the bottom stair and turned back to him as she plonked her conical bamboo hat on her head. She ignored the dark space beneath the house, trying not to let her imagination conjure people hidden there, waiting to grab her.

“Keep your eyes on the rainfall, daughter,” he said and then closed the door. Her father was worried if he was asking her to keep her eyes open for trouble. It was the ruffians that worried him. The city of Nampok was too far away, too abstract, to hold meaning for him. Though ruffians roaming the forests was a different matter. Some landless folks would do anything for coin in his view. Indeed, many in the villages called such people hulls. The part of the rice that was discarded. It seemed a little harsh to her. Angkasa could not accept that any such people would openly enter the village, and how would they discover she was a wielder? It wasn’t as if she had a tattoo or carried a magic staff. No one in the village would tell offcomers such a personal thing. As long as she did not wander into the forest, she would be alright. Perhaps she should not spend her night-time watches on the rice fields alone either. Having decided on her precautions, the weight eased slightly, and she stepped off the last step and began trudging along the street. The water swirled around her ankles and splashed mud up her legs. She had tied her longyi so that it resembled baggy trousers that stopped at her knees. Much easier to keep clean in this weather. 

At the centre of the village the square resembled a tent without walls, as the stall holders had gathered poles and palm fronds and attempted to roof over the square. It was never completely successful, but it meant that purchases could be made without everything becoming sodden. Angkasa enjoyed strolling through the market, even on days when she did not need anything. Some things were purchased with coins. Others could be swapped for whatever craft a family might specialise in, as had happened with her mother’s pottery for the embroidered shirt. 

Angkasa wandered through the stalls, admiring the goods on display. Her mother still had pottery to barter, and her father often bartered his wood crafting services. Angkasa tugged on the left sleeve of her shirt and wondered what she might own to barter with later in life. She had no aptitude for crafts. Her eyes strayed to her left hand, largely hidden within her sleeve. The malformed limb was useless for dexterous work and most crafts seemed to require two good limbs. She bit her bottom lip. All she had was wielding which, although viewed with respect and occasionally awe, was not considered useful in the village. Perhaps she could find a way to apply it that would be needed.

Angkasa no longer wished to browse through the noisy, colourful market and turned down the cross street leaving the bright fruits and piles of village-made shirts and longyi behind.

“Angkasa?” 

She turned at the sound of her name. Citra stood at the top of the stairs to a house on the right. The lowing of a buffalo echoed mournfully from the space beneath, and the tang of manure wafted out. Citra’s family was one of four families in the village that owned buffalo. During ploughing and harvesting they were in high demand. Angkasa smiled at Citra. She was probably the closest thing to a friend that Angkasa had. She was also teaching Angkasa knife skills.

“On your way to the rice fields?” Citra asked, skipping down the stairs to stand with her. She pulled her bamboo hat straighter. “There is not much point in wearing these things in the rain. I am drenched already!” She laughed. “They do well enough to keep the sun off, but rain?” Citra smirked.

Angkasa smiled and peered down at herself. She was wet though. If it were to stop raining, she would drip for hours. “I am going to check on the ditches again, it is raining so much. We had to dig them deeper two days ago. I don’t know why you would wish to come out in the rain if you don’t need to, though I would welcome the company,” she said shyly.

“Come then.” Citra strode off ahead and Angkasa followed with another smile. Citra was a determined girl.

“Do you want another lesson tomorrow?” Citra asked. “You are doing well; we should keep going.”

Warmth spread through Angkasa. “Really? I was doing well?”

Citra chuckled. “Yes! You are better than you think. You throw all your energy into it, and your concentration is great. You learn fast.” She paused. “Is that due to your light wielding?” she asked hesitantly. 

Few of the villagers ever asked about her wielding and Angkasa blinked a couple of times before responding. “Yes. You must concentrate, especially at first, until some things become easier. You must never let your guard down though. It could be dangerous.”

Citra stared at her. “I didn’t know it could be dangerous. It must be hard to learn something when there are no teachers.”

“Five years ago, a light wielder came to the village and stayed with us. She taught me much in her short stay. Mostly regarding the danger of letting yourself be drawn in too far...” Angkasa paused at the slightly baffled expression on Citra’s face. It would take too long to explain it, and perhaps it would be impossible to someone who had not, could not feel what she meant. “She tried to visit as many of the outlying villages as possible to pass on her advice. She mentioned the Tenpat Temple. People who are masters of many disciplines live and work there. She said there were wielders who would teach anyone who made it there. She suggested I go.” Angkasa dropped her head. The pang that hit her with this thought was disturbingly strong. It never seemed to fade, no matter how much time passed. She raised her head again. “You must say nothing to my Mae and Ayah!” she entreated.

Citra raised her hands in a gesture of calm. “Don’t worry. This is up to you. But if it were me, I would be fighting to get away from the rice fields and go and learn something so wonderful.”

Angkasa rubbed at her left arm. “It would be wonderful. But I cannot leave. I would not do well out there,” she said softly. She pushed ahead of Citra so she wouldn’t see the longing that must be written across her face. How could someone like her make her way in the world? 

For the rest of their mud-ridden slog to the fields, they trudged in silence. Although each family owned their own fields, and some families had larger portions of land than others, they all joined in with clearing ditches or irrigation channels. The fields were all neighbouring, and it would be foolish to ignore what happened in a neighbour’s field. Besides, the villagers relied on cooperation for many things. They were a long way from any large towns or cities. Indeed, the next village was a couple of hours to the south.

For a couple of back breaking hours, Angkasa and Citra walked the rice fields with the other villagers checking that the ditches were all clear and that despite the torrential rain, the rice didn’t drown. The rice was doing well. It would be ready to harvest in the third month of the year, when the dry season arrived. As they reached the bottom field the deluge from the sky began to ease. After a few moments it became no more than a steady drizzle, though the air was still and heavy; more rain threatened. The villagers cheered and waved their bamboo hats at the sky. Some muttered prayers and others rested their hands together before them and bowed. They all knew that they needed rain, although you could have too much of it.

***
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That night Angkasa sat outside, under the house, on thick bamboo matting. She had brought three layers so that the mud would not ooze through. She did not wish to do more laundry than was necessary. The river was fifteen minutes’ walk away and scrubbing clothes with coconut fibres was hard work, mostly one-handed. She and her father had dug a drainage channel to take away any water that washed under the house. When the house had been built, in her great-grandmother’s time they had raised the level of the ground so that it stood higher than the street. It was rarely more than damp underneath. Her family didn’t own buffalo, but the chickens chattered gently in their coop. It had been brought under the house to keep it dry. Tucked away beside the coop were pots that her mother had made and bamboo baskets and the kiln which would not be used again until the dry season. Then Angkasa’s mother would be very busy making the right kind of charcoal and then ensuring the kiln relit and making pot after pot.

Beside Angkasa sat four candles. Their flames flickered and danced in the faint draft. Wielding required energy and a very particular type of energy. In order to wield, Angkasa and all others required light. The wielder who came to the village had told Angkasa to find the light source she had the strongest affinity with. “It is very hard and for most, impossible, to try and work with a light source you have no affinity with. At best you will use more energy than you gain. A weary wielder is apt to make mistakes. My affinity is with candlelight.” 

Until that moment Angkasa had never thought of wielding with candlelight. She could use sunlight and moonlight with the same ease. It was harder to gather the energy from such light during the rainy season, as less of it reached the ground. It was possible to store the energy from light to work with later. Angkasa had discovered that as long as she had some energy stored, she could use her wielding to reach the sunlight that sat above the clouds. She would gain more than she depleted. She had carefully lit some candles after the wielder had left and found she could access their light with just as much ease. For many days she had been confused and bewildered. She had no greater affinity for one source of light over any other. What did that mean? Perhaps another source of light existed that she had yet to encounter and that was the one she would possess greatest affinity for. The one she should be using. Until the day she discovered it she would muddle along with whatever light source presented itself to her.

Angkasa drew on the energy the candles released, energy that she could see though she could never describe what she saw to another. Again, she joined to the world around her, and her heart lifted. The worries regarding ruffians evaporated. The connection was all that mattered. She made a small gesture with her hand and the earth in front of her rose with it. It rose higher and higher until it towered above her, a finger’s width from touching the planks of the underside of the house. Next, she made it spread sideways and curl downwards - its movements slow but inexorable. She increased the speed of its fall until the earth pounded downwards before being dragged upwards once more. Could a ruffian trying to kidnap her withstand that? As the thought intruded the structure collapsed. She swallowed down queasiness. Could she use wielding against another living person? She bit her lip. Hopefully she would never have to find out. She smoothed out the earth under the house so no one would find out what she had done, blew out the candles, and gathered them and the mats. Silently she made her way back up the stairs into the house and crept through the living space to her tiny bedroom at the back. She stashed the mats in the corner and replaced the candles on the one shelf beside her sleeping mat. She closed her eyes and tried to sleep; however, thoughts of ruffians running through the forest and some nameless creature that attacked wielders kept intruding.
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​Chapter Two
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Elang

Elang trudged up the street, pulling the now empty handcart behind him. The water gushing down the middle of the street was almost at ankle height now. Thankfully, it was fairly clean. The channels down the centre of the street had long since overflowed. The nearby river would be brown with mud and debris. At least the worms had yet to arrive. He had not passed any overflowing cesspits either. The rain pounded on his back and his bamboo hat did little to keep the water from his face. He rubbed it out of his eyes. He would be glad to get home. He scowled as he recalled the conversation he had overheard in the lower town. The men had taken his load of fresh vegetables eagerly. 

“You hear what that mudfoot had to say?” one of the men had asked of the other.

“Nah, what news then?”

“Some talk of mercenaries or such. Kidnapping folk if you believe it.” The man spat to the side to indicate his opinion of news brought by a mudfoot.

Elang had to bite his tongue. He hated that so many in the city thought they were better than the villagers that regularly came to the city with news and desperation. They all believed the city would solve their problems. A rice harvest washed away or villagers dying of illness. Poverty. So many learnt the hard way that the city was not a blessed place with easy coin. He and his parents worked hard for their coin. They did well enough but could not be called rich by any standards. Not like the noble families that lived in Jayapura, the shining city to the far north. Perhaps one day he would visit. Elang shook his head with a snort. He would never leave. His parents were grooming him to take over the business once they were too old. How could he find time, or the inclination, to leave? And exactly what would he do elsewhere anyway?

He reached the small dwelling he shared with his parents and stashed the handcart with the others out the back. He locked the rickety gate behind him. He entered the house through the back door so that he could strip off his sodden clothes and pull on the new ones sat in a neat pile ready for him. He hummed as he did so and then stepped through to the main house. He blinked in surprise. Both his parents stood in the centre of the main living room. A comfortable room, usually. Right now, it sizzled with the tension coming off his parents. Their faces were grave and his mother bit her lip and absently rubbed her forearm over and over.

“Is something wrong?” he asked tentatively.

His mother glanced at his father who nodded jerkily. 

“It is Kadek,” his father said.

Heaviness settled into Elang’s stomach. Kadek was a well-known wielder in Nampok and he often gave lessons to newly revealed young wielders. Elang himself had received such a lesson from him. 

“What of him?” he said, trying to keep his voice nonchalant.

“He has been found...” his father swallowed noisily, “in the jungle. Dead.”

“Ripped to pieces by some demon!” his mother cried, wringing her hands. “You must leave the city, Elang. It is no longer safe for you here!”

“What?” Elang gaped at his mother. He turned his face to his father, waiting for him to tell his mother not to make such a fuss. But the look on his face sent a cold shudder through Elang.

“I fear your mother is correct. We will help you pack. These rumours of a fierce creature murdering wielders and the mercenaries kidnapping them...” his father ran a hand through his thick hair, greying now at the temples. “They have been getting more numerous and closer. They cannot be ignored anymore. It is not safe within Nampok for any wielder. Come, your mother will help you pack.”

Elang was virtually dragged to his room, his mind reeling. Leave Nampok? This must surely be some cruel joke his parents were having at his expense. But the solemn expression on his father’s face and the tears that trickled down his mother’s cheek told him otherwise. Within half a candle mark his mother had efficiently packed clothes, food, and a pouch of coins.

“Go and fetch your bow and arrows, you never know when you might need to hunt for food, or...” his father turned away.

Or to protect myself from mercenaries, Elang finished the unspoken thought. Once he had his weapon and a dry coat and bamboo hat he stood awkwardly with his parents. No one seemed to know what to say or do next.

“We think you should head for the Tenpat Temple. They will have warriors who can protect you. There are wielders there too. Maybe they can work out what to do for the best. I have put a map at the front of your pack. It will lead you to the village of Tenpat Kura. They are close to the mountain pass that leads to the temple. Hopefully, they will be able to guide you further,” his father said finally. Elang nodded. Was this really happening?

“There is one last thing we need to give to you,” his father said. He sounded uncertain. His mother’s eyes had gone wide, and she shook her head vigorously, her expression beseeching.

“Surely, surely not now?” she whispered. His father squeezed her hand.

“If not now, then when? He needs to know,” his father responded. His mother closed her eyes, her face a picture of misery.

What more could there be? Elang frowned as his father left the room. When he returned, he was clutching a tiny charm on a chain. It was in the shape of two cupped hands. The symbol for the Divine Maker. His father held it out to him, and he took it, raising an eyebrow in query. His father sighed deeply and pulled his mother under his arm. The two rarely showed such affection in front of him and he found his heart rate ratcheting up. They were going to reveal something terrible. Was one of them dying?

“When you were a tiny baby, we adopted you.” The words tumbled out of his mother. “The charm was all that was with you.”

Elang stared. The words made no sense. “Adopted?” he managed to ask.

His parents nodded gravely. But no, he could no longer call them that. The enormity of what was happening hit him and anger boiled over.

“You have kept this a secret my whole life? That I am not yours? Some other people are my parents?” he shouted.

His mother flinched as if he had struck her. “We are your parents...” her voice trailed off tearfully.

“Who were they? Why did they give me up for adoption?” Why did they abandon me? But he couldn’t say that aloud.

“We don’t know who they were. I am certain there must have been a very good reason.” His father took a deep breath. “When you come back, we will search out the answers together, yes?” He reached out a hand towards Elang, but Elang shrugged it off and stepped back. He had thought they were his parents. He had trusted them. But they had kept this huge thing a secret.

“Were you ever going to tell me? If I wasn’t having to leave and might not make it back, would you have told me?” Again, his mother flinched and deep down he was sorry he hurt her. But he was confused and angry and he had no time to sort through it all.

“We were planning to tell you this year. Now that you are eighteen. But it is hard,” his father said. “I thought you should know; in case something happens.” His mother brought a trembling hand to her mouth at his words and Elang swallowed hard. 

“Maybe I was wrong. I don’t know. I just thought you should know. But now, you should go. The creature and the mercenaries are almost here from what we have heard. It is time for you to go,” His father continued. Elang settled his pack on his back, his anger had sunk away leaving him numb and disoriented. His mother rushed to him and pulled him into a hug. He didn’t resist, nor did he reciprocate. “Please, take care and come back to us,” she said.

Elang found himself nodding and walking out into the lashing rain once more.
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Elang sat on the bamboo mat and held the bowl of chicken and rice close to his face. He sniffed it surreptitiously to check that it was chicken and not something else. It certainly smelled like chicken. The three other customers were tucking in with hearty appetites. But then they wore ragged clothes, were barely skin covering bones and the rank odour coming off them suggested they hadn’t washed in a while. They were unlikely to complain at what ended up in their bowls. With caution Elang placed a small piece into his mouth. His stomach growled in anticipation. It tasted like chicken. The proprietor eyed him strangely, so he shovelled in more. He didn’t wish to be thrown out of a slum kitchen. It seemed the man had not lied. What was he doing here anyway? His parents – no, the people who had brought him up – had told him to leave Nampok as soon as possible. After the incident in the jungle and in the town to the north it wasn’t safe for any light wielder to remain. Elang shuddered. Why would mercenaries be kidnapping wielders? What did they need them for? Perhaps worse than that was what had happened to Kadek in the jungle. Something had torn him apart. Of course, there was nothing to say it had anything to do with wielding. It could simply be a coincidence - some wild animal had found him and decided to attack. Yet the mercenaries were definitely after wielders. Rumours of the beast had followed in the footfalls of stories of mercenaries kidnapping people. It soon became apparent that it was wielders only. Unless more than one band of mercenaries was roaming about, their trail meandered as widely as a drunk in search of another rice whisky. Though it always headed in a southward direction which would carry them towards Nampok. It was hard to pin down an accurate timeline for these happenings. Some merchants travelled light, and so fast, while other people trudged slowly. Despite that, the happenings were coming closer.

Elang finished the last mouthful and wiped his mouth. He had lived all his life in the city, and he did not want to leave. The thought made his skin tingle and his insides cold. He couldn’t return to the people who had brought him up, he didn’t know them anymore. He scowled and squashed the treacherous feelings that rose at the thought of them sat in the house he had grown up in, holding hands and worrying about him. He had to leave and head for the temple in the mountains. The Masters and wielders there would understand what was happening and keep him safe. He dug into the pack at his feet and pulled out the slightly rumpled map that his father – the man who brought him up – had drawn for him. It showed the paths and the rivers between here and the mountain pass. It was a long way. 

The kitchen’s fire flared and spat sparks. Beyond was darkness, rats, and cutthroats. He had left it too late to leave today. He would leave at first light. The slum kitchen never closed, and he had paid to be allowed to sleep on this bamboo mat and for sweet rice porridge at breakfast. Two other customers were already curled on their mats, twitching as they fell asleep. Elang surreptitiously removed his coin pouch from his pack and slid it under his shirt. He double checked he still had the tiny charm he had recently learned came with him as a baby. He ran a finger over it. The people who had brought him up had just informed him of its existence. They didn’t worship the Divine Maker. He released it, lay down and curled up around his bow and quiver of arrows, his pack as a pillow. A dull weight settled over him at the thought of what he had to do the next day. Where would he end up? Who was he now?
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Elang jerked awake. The dark and cruel shape in his mind dissipated slowly like smoke on a windless day. The sound of the drumming rain had become the sound of thundering feet in his dream. He sat up and shook off the nightmare. He hoped it had been conjured from all the tales he had heard recently and was not some kind of premonition. Though it was incredibly rare for wielders to receive premonitions or to be able to scry, and he was only ever considered a touch over fair as wielders went, so he was hardly likely to command an unusual ability. He needed to leave Nampok as early as possible. As always, the thought was accompanied by a clenching pain in his stomach. How was he to survive out there? He had spent his whole life in this city. What did he know of the jungle? The map had shown a village, Tenpat Kura, that was more than halfway to the temple. If he could make it that far he could re-supply and obtain directions or help. Between the city and the village was a forest of cinnamon trees, farmland for pigs and cattle and the ever-present rice fields. All to feed the ever-expanding population of the city. Then the land became wild once more. That was going to be the hardest part of the journey for him.

The kitchen owner shambled over to Elang with a steaming bowl and shoved it at him. Elang grabbed it hungrily. The sweet porridge was tastier than the chicken of the night before. He nodded appreciatively at the cook who mumbled something through a gap-toothed grin. As Elang ate, a few early risers began to shuffle onto the other mats and hand over grubby coin for their share of porridge. 

It took Elang only a short time to lick out the last of the porridge. Reluctantly he placed the bowl down and took a shaky breath. No more excuses were left. He dragged himself to his feet, swung his pack and bow and arrows onto his back and set off with a faltering stride. He slid the bamboo cone hat up onto his head to provide some respite from the rain, and settled the pack more comfortably, firmed his lips and lengthened his stride. Whoever he was, he was not departing his city like a whipped dog. He could at least show some bravery. Maybe his ‘real’ parents had been heroes and that was why they had died and left him to be adopted by other people. Elang flung a last glance back over his shoulder at the city obscured behind the falling water. If he had not been hustled out of his home on a wave of fear, he might have been able to ask questions. He might have some idea of who he was. But whatever creature had ripped apart a wielder out in the jungle was moving closer to the city. Rumours had entered the city for weeks recounting tales of such a creature further north, each one a little closer, a little more detailed. The rumours fitted the description of the dead Nampok wielder rather too well. It had been enough for his parents to send him away. His adoptive parents. Elang sighed. He couldn’t keep referring to them as ‘his adoptive parents’ - it took too long to say. They had brought him up since he was a tiny baby. Surely they deserved to be called ‘parents’? At least to other people. That way he wouldn’t need to explain that he didn’t understand who he really was.

Nampok had no walls and so no gate. When the last hovel was behind him, he knew that he had officially left. He did not turn around. He set his gaze ahead and to the south through the battering downpour. He soon came upon a buffalo trail that headed in the right direction and allowed him to avoid the upcoming rice fields. Men and women hunched over the ditches, clearing them so that the excess water flowed away and did not ruin the wet season rice crop. The best crop of the year. They took no notice of him as he passed by. 

Elang was soon wet through. Perhaps travelling through the edge of the jungle might not be so bad after all. Within the city he had always found shelter from the relentless rain. The streets would turn to mud and there would be plagues of worms and insects and the stench of filth from overflowing cess-pits, yet shops had canopies and doorways where people could huddle for a few minutes’ relief from the drumming against their heads and shoulders. Out here there was nothing between him and the sky that was intent on emptying itself onto him. Elang veered eastwards towards the first trees. If he just passed the first few trees, he might find shelter without becoming lost. He had no illusions that he could find his way through uncharted deep jungle.

Yellow and black flashed overhead as Elang startled a parrot. The high canopy was thick and as he stepped beneath the trees it was as if the rain had ceased. It took a few minutes for his eyes to grow accustomed to the green gloom. He dragged off his hat and shook it out. Underneath his hair was as wet as if he hadn’t worn the hat. He stuffed it into the pack. It would be more helpful if the sun came out. Elang kept a careful path beneath the trees, always keeping the cultivated fields within sight to his right. The cinnamon forest ahead drew his attention. Many of the trees were simply stumps where they had been cut back to produce more side shoots. Others were many-branched shrubs. On days where the rains eased cinnamon harvesters would be out removing the outer bark that had softened in the rain. Elang knew of the process yet had never seen it. He had hardly left the city before. A pang of regret rushed through him. He had seen and done so few things in this life. He would ensure he did not neglect them on his return. He was, of course, setting off to do something very few people did. He was off on an adventure. Perhaps he had nothing to regret.
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The first night he had to spend in the jungle he considered returning to the city and taking his chances. He would stay out of the jungle; he would be well. No creature, no matter how demonic in appearance, would chance the crowded streets of Nampok, surely? But images of the fear on his parents’ faces, the guilt that they had never told him the truth of his parentage, the regret that they could not right that wrong, reared in his mind. He could not return to them with failure as his only gift. 

The darkness was absolute beneath the canopy and his fire barely chased it back a few feet. With clouds blotting out the sky, the land beyond the jungle disappeared into darkness. The rain dripped monotonously from the leaves above and wherever he lay they always seemed to land on his face or hiss as they landed in the fire. Owls hooted, frogs boomed, and unseen creatures skittered and scurried all around. He was not afraid, no animal would come near his fire, it was just so loud. He had assumed there would be peace away from the city. Perhaps during the day, it was quieter and at night he was more aware of all the unexplained sounds. It wasn’t that the city was quiet, far from it. But there he knew what every sound was, he understood them and for the most part, could tune them out. Here every noise was unexplained and random. Animal sounds that he didn’t recognise.

As weak light slanted through the leaves to show him that day had arrived, he hauled himself into a sitting position and stretched out the kinks. He fed the sputtering fire some more twigs and ate some food. His parents had squeezed as much as they could into his pack. He was grateful that as he travelled it would become lighter. As his journey drew closer towards Tenpat Kura he would need to climb into the foothills of the mountains, and he would appreciate a lighter pack at that point. 
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Elang hummed as he plodded onwards over tangled tree roots at the edges of the jungle. He wasn’t happy but the humming kept his mind occupied and away from thoughts of clambering and pushing past wet foliage and how far he still had to go. The further he drew from the city the less the land was cultivated, and it returned to its natural jungle state. A few times at a distance he saw smoke attempting to rise into the sky against the flattening rain and he was tempted to hurry towards the signs of habitation and to hear human voices. The jungle was not quiet ever, but he missed voices. They had surrounded everything he did in the city. The quiet hum of conversation, the shouts of stall holders, the scolding of errant children; these were all noises he expected. The animal sounds and patter of raindrops against foliage took getting used to. Elang resisted the temptations. He had a destination in mind and had to arrive as soon as he could. He possibly had a creature to stay away from, and if some of the other rumours were true, mercenaries were after wielders too. He couldn’t be certain they weren’t in any of the villages he saw to the west. He pulled his gaze away from the smoke and the villagers out in their fields and strode deeper into the jungle until he was past.

At least by the third night he had learned to mostly ignore the night sounds, enough to sleep anyway. By the fifth day he was limping; his left shoe rubbed and was now crusted with a thin layer of blood. He tore a strip of material from a spare shirt and stuffed it into the shoe. It was uncomfortable but he was no longer rubbing pieces of his own skin off and bleeding into the shoe. 

According to his map, a river blocked his onward progress not far ahead. With all the rain it would be deeper and wider than usual. Flutterings began in his stomach. He could swim. However, rivers were dangerous at this time of year, swollen with the deluge of rain and carrying branches, drowned bloated animals and sometimes whole uprooted trees. Or at least the river that ran to the east and north of Nampok had been that way; he saw no reason to think this one would be any different. Rivers and wetland also presented the ever-lurking danger of leeches, crocodiles, and hippos. He squinted more carefully at the map. Was that a bridge? His spirits rose at the thought of avoiding a dunking. If he was where he hoped he was, then the bridge should be directly ahead of him. Elang had left the jungle often to check the angle of the sun and so check his direction. He had made a few minor adjustments in the last five days. Once past this river he had two-and-a-bit days more of fairly easy travel before he reached Tenpat Kura. The Sungi river further south didn’t block his way like this one. To see and hear people again would be wonderful! 

A new noise began to overlay the usual sounds of the jungle. A rushing gurgle. The river! Elang stuffed his map back in his pack and scrambled over the outspreading roots of a giant canopy tree with its sapling offspring scattered at its feet. He came to an abrupt halt. The map did not show heights or depths. The river ran through a gorge that tore through the jungle. Even if he could find a way down to the river on this side, he would never pull himself back up the slippery steep-sided bank on the other. His heart sank like a rock thrown in a river. Where was this mythical bridge? He scanned upstream for it and then turned to scan downstream. He blinked a couple of times and a shape coalesced one hundred yards downstream. Posts on this bank with ropes stretched taut across the water to the other side. Planks laid close together and tied with rope made the footway. He swallowed hard and set off for his only means of crossing for miles.

Elang grabbed the fraying ropes that led off across the deep gorge and yanked as hard as he could. They creaked, nevertheless it held firm. He eyed the planks. They were cracked and partly rotted. Would they hold his weight? He stared along the length of the rushing river at his feet and brought the map to mind. No other crossing existed for miles in either direction. He had to try this route. He squared his shoulders and tentatively set one foot on the first plank, easing his weight down gently. It held. Slowly Elang brought his other foot onto the next plank. In this manner he eased his way across the bridge. At the halfway point he began to breathe more easily. A crack echoed along the gorge. His foot went out from under him, and he was clutching at air. Rotted plank spun away beneath him into the gorge below. Adrenaline deluged his system as he dropped. His leg slid through a gaping hole. He was tipping. He was going to go over the side! He flung his weight forwards. His groping hands met rope and he clutched them. For a moment he dangled there, clinging on with a desperate grip. His heart thundered in his ears and his breath was ragged. With gasping breaths, he hauled himself upright and pulled his leg back. It scraped against the jagged edges of wood. The plank held. He remained still, his breathing ragged, heart rate spiking, then he straightened gingerly. He forced his hands to slowly unclench. They were burning from the rough rope. He swallowed hard and sweat slid down his back. With a shaky breath he placed his foot on the next plank and tested its weight. It held. He made the next step, and the next. It took a long time, but finally he made it across and stepped onto solid earth. Elang dropped to his knees.

“Yes!” he shouted.

A troop of monkeys in the branches overhead startled and began leaping and calling whoops of alarm. Elang grinned at the din and hauled himself to his feet. His heartbeat slowly settled back to normal. Now he could start the final stage to his first destination. The trembles in his legs took a while to fade.

By midday the land had begun to rise. He was entering the foothills that harboured Tenpat Kura and sat around the foot of Gunung Merapi, the volcano. He wandered westwards to find the edge of the jungle once more to double check his direction. His stomach began an early rumble; he would need food soon. He was still headed south and according to the map, towards Tenpat Kura. Before he stepped out into the wan light of morning he stopped. The sound of voices reached him. Rough voices. No villages were situated anywhere near the jungle here. He crouched low and squeezed partially under the leafy branches of a rhododendron and watched and listened. The voices were too far away to hear precisely what they were saying, and he could not see anyone. It sounded as if they were arguing about which way to head. Should they head east before meeting up with the others? Elang’s heart rate spiked again. Was this the band of mercenaries? How were they here already? He had surely left Nampok before they arrived. A few words filtered to him as the voices drew closer. He held his breath as five men came into view further out on the more open land to the west. They wore leather shirts and each of them had long straggly hair. Some wore it in tails behind their heads. Two had longyi with leather strips down the front. The other three wore trousers. They all had packs and he saw the gleam of metal from sakin and the duller brown of wood from tonkgats. One of the men made a chopping motion with his hand.

“We go south and east and find this village, then we head west once more to rendezvous with the others coming south.” His voice held authority, but still one man spoke up, his posture defiant. The leader had a bared blade pressed to the man’s throat before Elang could blink. Elang’s eyes went wide. He kept completely still as the man held his hands wide in submission. Then the five men strode off in the direction he needed to take. He waited a long time, his heart pounding in his chest before he too resumed his journey, his appetite for food turned to dust in his mouth. At some point the mercenaries were going to head eastwards which was not the way he was headed. However, he would need to be wary as they would turn back to meet some others. Were those the ones who would be coming from Nampok? Had they separated? It seemed likely, else how could they be here so soon? He did not want to cross their path. He had nothing that would tell anyone he was a wielder, yet somehow, they were finding out. It couldn’t be that they were watching them all as they wielded. The light gathered about a wielder’s head in a visible glow, but that couldn’t be it. Something else was leading them to the wielders. All the recent rumours agreed that they were only kidnapping wielders. Somehow, they knew. Elang increased his pace, suddenly very keen to arrive at Tenpat Kura and be among people again. People who might be able to protect him if it became necessary.
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​Chapter Three
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Kemala

Kemala sprang backwards, avoiding her opponent’s heavy swing. Sweat gathered at the small of her back, but she ignored it as she concentrated. Her opponent swung again and Kemala parried the blow, the vibration ran up her arm. This too she ignored. Kemala made the next move, diving under her opponent’s guard and scoring a strike against her thigh.

“Ow!” her opponent cried out, grabbed her leg and began hopping up and down. “You win,” she declared. She bowed low to Kemala, who returned the bow with a grin. “Again,” added Kemala’s opponent.

“Indeed. I believe that is five wins to Kemala, and one to you, Diah.” A tall woman in a deep blue tunic over paler blue trousers glided over to them. Both Kemala and Diah bowed respectfully. Mistress Inten was a strict, but fair, instructor. She might also become Kemala’s mentor after tomorrow.

“You may leave or watch the other matches,” Mistress Inten told them. “But I expect both of you back here early tomorrow morning for the assessment,” she said sternly before gliding away again. 

“Let us go and watch the rustblades spar!” Diah said. She rubbed her face with a cloth and grabbed up a cup from which she drank thirstily. She then discarded both haphazardly on the floor. Kemala was in less of a hurry and drank her water at a more leisurely pace. Tomorrow she would go up against the strongest opponents. Her performance would be measured and examined to see if she merited moving up to gold level apprenticeship.

“You will be awarded Gold,” Diah said.

Kemala looked up. Diah for once had a serious expression on her face. “You have never been a rustblade,” she added, a grin breaking out across her face. 

“I hope so,” Kemala said. “It is what I have trained for since I arrived.”

Diah shot her a sideways look. “You are certainly very focussed on that,” she agreed.

Kemala’s shoulders tensed, and she forced them to relax. But Diah didn’t ask any questions. They had all given up trying to learn about Kemala’s past. She might one day reveal it to them. But that would mean acknowledging what had happened. What she had chosen.

“Talking of rust,” Diah said with a wicked grin as they stopped to watch a match that appeared to be in its final stages.

“You are so cruel, Diah,” Kemala admonished half-heartedly. A rustblade was someone lacking any skill. Usually used for those lacking weapon skills, but often it became an insult for other areas of the apprentices’ lives. One of the opponents was Vikal, a young man who was rarely far from Diah’s side. Kemala wasn’t sure if they were in a relationship, family, or just good friends. They had arrived at the temple together and had remained close ever since. They teased each other remorselessly. Kemala supposed she could ask about their relationship, but she feared that would encourage questions about her own family. Questions that would lead to memories she wished to keep buried. For now.

Vikal bested his opponent with a final thrust and Mistress Inten released him too. He grabbed a cloth and a cup and hurried over to join Diah and Kemala.

“So?” he asked with a grin, looking back and forth between them.

“I managed a win,” Diah said.

Vikal raised an eyebrow.

“It is true,” Kemala acknowledged then added, “But only the one.”

“Ha! You will get Gold tomorrow for certain. Diah and I will languish forever at Silver.” Vikal put on a sad face and Diah punched his arm. 

Kemala blocked out their chatter as they walked back towards their rooms. Apprentices began at Iron level and progressed through Bronze, Silver and Gold. Beyond Gold was Diamond. Very few made it that far and from this level the Masters and Mistresses were selected. Since the day she had arrived looking for warrior training, Kemala had aimed for the highest level she could attain. But now that she was so close to Gold, she found herself full of misgivings. She could reach Diamond within another year or so. There would be nothing else to attain. No goal. Would she be happy once she had reached that pinnacle? She feared she would not make a good Mistress, a teacher and mentor to others. What then should she do? Doubts circled her mind. She had spent so long determined to reach goal after goal, she was not sure she knew how to live without one. 
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Kemala startled awake, her breath rapid, sweat sheening her body. Her mind full of fire and ash. She stared at the patterns on her ceiling as her body and mind calmed. A sliver of moonlight sliced through her tiny window and danced there. Something was happening. She did not know if it was happening here, in the temple, or elsewhere. Still it was affecting everyone here and the bad dreams had returned. Her own mentor had been distracted all day. Kemala had managed three hits today with her sewar blades. She had never managed more than two, ever. When she had teased Inten about it, Inten had merely smiled faintly and sent her away to find some work. Kemala thought it was to keep her away from where all the intense conversations were occurring. Did they still not trust her? After all this time? She shrugged off such thoughts as she noted most of the apprentices wandering around with bemused expressions, all banished to the outside. Kemala had manged to ‘accidentally’ overhear snippets of conversation and she had patched together some sense from it all. She had heard of rumours from the far north and of blocked scrying. She also thought she had heard talk of danger to wielders and perhaps reference to a creature of some sort. The word ‘portal’ had been whispered a few times as well. All at the temple knew of the strange occurrence three months ago where wild magic had washed across the land of Jumali. It had come from the north. Kemala’s lips pinched. She would find out. She always found out. She had to stay sharp to stay safe.

After breakfast of sweet rice porridge came meditation. All the apprentices had to do this in one room together under the supervision of a senior Master or Mistress. Kemala had wondered at first why people in a temple were not called priests or priestesses. None of them were here to worship the Divine Maker or spirits. It was not a religious temple, but one devoted to wielding and the arts of the warrior. Kemala tried to push aside the thoughts that regularly popped into her mind when she should be meditating. Of all the tasks she had to undertake at the temple, meditation was the hardest. She had to fight so hard to sit still that she never achieved the tranquillity said to come from true meditation. Today was worse than usual. However, she was not the only one struggling not to fidget. Mistress Lestari sent many glowers around the room. Berkah was sat three apprentices along from Kemala. His parents had sent him here to learn wielding. He had suffered a few unfortunate accidents due to his temperamental wielder magic. Apparently, he had partially burned their house. In desperation they had brought him north to the temple to learn control before returning to his family home. Kemala’s heart constricted briefly before she shoved her emotions aside. She had chosen her place; now she must make the best of it. That involved understanding what was happening so she could best work out a course of action. Stay and help. Or leave to save herself. Again. Kemala clenched her jaw and considered Berkah once more. He was indiscreet and had access to the wielder areas of the temple, places that as a warrior apprentice, Kemala should not go. She had befriended Berkah early on as a source of information. Though now he was more than that; he had become a true friend without her really meaning it to happen. She had begun to feel at home here. Perhaps he could find out, or already knew, more concerning the happenings in the north and what it meant for the temple.

After another excruciating half a candle mark, they were released from meditation for their first physical task of the day. The apprentices left the meditation hall and scattered throughout the temple complex. Kemala hurried after Berkah who, like her, was headed for the inner courtyard that was open to the sky.

“Hello, Berkah.” She greeted him with a warm smile and was rewarded with a shy flick of his gaze, a small grin and a flush to his cheeks. Kemala was aware that with her black hair shiny as a raven’s wing, her oval face and pert mouth, she was attractive. Berkah had a strong and good-looking face and a well-honed body from working on his
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