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CHAPTER ONE
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The 1380s Trowulan sun was completely, utterly merciless. For Dyah Raras, the sweltering heat of fourteenth-century Java was just a fact of life, but the sweat pooling beneath her rough, woven kemben this afternoon felt like a special kind of torture.

Being a parika—a bottom-tier maid in the inner circles of the Majapahit palace—was exhausting on the best of days. Today’s mission? Harvesting three massive baskets of fresh jasmine and grinding a cooling powder paste for Gusti Ayu Dyah Sekar’s bath ritual. The noble minister’s daughter was notoriously vain and had a tongue sharp enough to slice through bone.

"You're moving too slow, Raras! If those flowers wilt before they reach the bathing pools, it's your head on the chopping block!" a head servant shrieked as they crossed paths in the open-air corridor of the pavilion.

Raras could only bow her head low, fixing her gaze on her bare toes against the scorching stone floor. "Sendika dawuh, Nyai (As you command)," she whispered. Her voice was barely a breath—the signature volume of a girl trained to be completely invisible. To the rest of the palace, Raras was just breathing wallpaper. She was the clumsy girl, the one who couldn't flirt with the royal guards to save her life, and absolutely useless in the toxic, high-stakes political games of the upper castes.

But what they didn't know was that beneath her clumsy facade, Raras saw everything. She knew exactly which minister was taking bribes behind the main hall, and she knew which concubine was sneaking love letters out the city gates. Raras survived on one simple golden rule: look, listen, and forget.

After finally offloading the jasmine to a senior maid, Raras slipped away toward the outer palace walls, heading for the tributary of the Brantas River, heavily cloaked by tall, wild reeds. It was isolated here, blissfully far from the chaotic drama of the main courtyards. Her plan was simple: splash some cold water on her overheated face and forage for medicinal roots for the palace's rear spice room—the one place in this wretched compound where she could just be herself without being screamed at.

But the familiar, earthy scent of river mud suddenly shifted. Raras caught a thick, heavy, entirely foreign scent on the breeze. Rusted iron, the copper tang of blood, and something... charred.

She froze. Her heart slammed against her ribs as her eyes locked onto something completely out of place behind a patch of trampled reeds.

A body was sprawled haphazardly across the muddy riverbank.

Raras slapped both hands over her mouth, choking back the scream clawing at her throat. What kind of creature was this?

The man was an absolute giant—taller and more broadly built than the most lethal, elite Bhayangkara royal guards she’d ever seen training in the square. Where his clothes were torn, his skin was as pale as alabaster, a shocking contrast to the vivid slash of fresh crimson blood seeping from a massive, ragged wound on his chest. He was dressed in the shredded remains of dark, impossibly thick velvet stitched with strange silver threading, looking like he’d dropped straight out of a kingdom that had never seen the sun. His hair, plastered to his forehead by the river water, was a striking, washed-out ash blonde. And in his tightly clenched fist, he gripped a heavy dagger with a pommel carved into a pure silver wolf's head.

The stranger’s breathing was shallow and ragged, his lips cracked and parting as a brutal tropical fever visibly scorched through his massive frame.

"Hey..." Raras forced herself to take a hesitant step closer, her voice shaking. "W-who... are you?"

The foreign man must have registered her voice. Running on the absolute last fumes of his strength, his heavy eyelids slowly fluttered open.

Raras gasped. She had never seen eyes like that in her entire life. They were a piercing, icy green—as cold as a glacier, yet burning with the unhinged, feral intensity of a wounded apex predator. That wasn't the look of some random, shipwrecked foreign merchant. It was the gaze of a warrior. The stare of a betrayed king.

He stared up at Raras, this tiny, trembling, sun-kissed palace chambermaid looming over him. The prince of the North parted his lips, trying to force out words in the harsh, guttural cadence of Old Rus', but all that escaped was a gravelly, hoarse whisper before his eyes rolled back. His colossal body went completely limp, surrendering to the unforgiving Javanese soil.

Raras stood frozen in the blistering heat. Every ounce of her common sense was screaming at her to run, to go report this massive foreign spy to Prime Minister Gajah Enggon's elite guards immediately. But looking down at the devastating wound—and the sheer, unexpected vulnerability masking that lethally built body—something in her heart stubbornly refused. If she turned him in, this man with the ice-colored eyes would be executed on the spot without a second thought.

Hands shaking, Raras dropped to her knees in the mud beside the fugitive prince, blindly setting into motion a secret destiny that would one day shake the very foundations of the Majapahit Empire.
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RARAS’ COMMON SENSE was practically screaming at her to run, to ditch the riverbank and never look back. But watching the blood steadily soaking through the giant’s foreign tunic, her legs flat-out refused to move. If she ran to the Bhayangkara guards now, this pale stranger would be dragged away in chains, brutalized as a spy, and end up on the wrong side of a spear.

"Dear Gods, how am I supposed to move this absolute mountain of a man?" Raras whispered, panic edging into her voice.

He was literally twice her size. Fortunately, this bend in the river sat just behind the palace’s exterior kitchen compound and a long-abandoned spice storage hut. Running purely on adrenaline and sheer will, Raras grabbed a discarded bamboo mat used for drying rice. She rolled the foreign prince’s massive frame onto the woven bamboo and dragged him, inch by agonizing inch, through the thick reeds. She hugged the shadows of the sprawling banyan trees, using their dense canopy to hide them from the watchtower guards' line of sight.

Raras was gasping for air by the time she finally shoved the dusty wooden door of the spice hut closed and locked it. Inside the dimly lit room, thick with the pungent, aged scent of cloves and coriander, she dumped the prince onto a pile of burlap sacks.

Raras immediately flew into action. She raided a corner of the hut for wild turmeric, betel leaves, and nutgrass tubers. Grabbing a small stone mortar, she ruthlessly mashed the ingredients into a thick paste, whipping up a traditional jamu boreh poultice to stop the bleeding.

But as she ripped the velvet tunic wide open, she froze. Beneath the heavy fabric, the man’s torso was a canvas of battle scars. There were long, jagged sword slashes, gouges that looked suspiciously like the claws of a wild beast, and strange, dark tattoos—a striking wolf emblem paired with the bold, aggressive geometric lines of the nomadic Steppe tribes.

"Are you a soldier, or a literal monster?" Raras murmured in horror as she pressed the crushed herbal paste into the gaping wound on the prince’s chest.

"Ugh... Suka..." A harsh, guttural groan tore from the man's throat the second the cold, stinging poultice hit his skin.

The giant’s body instantly went rigid. Those icy, green eyes snapped open. In a fraction of a second, lethal Steppe-warrior survival instincts hijacked his brain. His massive hand shot out, wrapping entirely around Raras’ slender neck with terrifying force, slamming her backward until her spine hit the hut’s wooden support beam.

"Ghk... l-let go..." Raras choked out, her eyes wide with sheer terror. His grip was an iron vise.

The Eurasian prince glared at her, his breathing ragged and heavy. His breath radiated the scorching heat of his tropical fever. He scanned the totally alien room—these weren't the stone walls of Moscow, nor the leather walls of his mother's Steppe yurt. This was some entirely new world, practically suffocating his senses with the sharp scent of exotic spices. And pinned beneath his hand was just a tiny local girl holding a clay bowl full of green sludge.

Realizing she was completely unarmed—and that the lethal gash on his chest was freshly bandaged—the crushing grip on Raras’ throat slowly loosened. He dropped his hand, slumping back against the sacks. He gripped his head, reeling from a brutal cocktail of blood loss, culture shock, and the absolute suffocating humidity of Java.

"Kto ty...? Where... is this?" the prince demanded in Old Rus', the words sounding like rocks grinding together to Raras’ ears.

Raras coughed violently, greedily sucking in air while clutching her rapidly bruising neck. "I don't understand a word you're saying! You're in Majapahit territory! Wilwatikta!" Raras half-yelled back in Old Javanese, frantically resorting to hand gestures.

The prince scowled. The girl’s language was a melodic, flowing rhythm, worlds apart from the harsh consonants of Eastern Europe. He tried to force himself to stand, but the oppressive heat immediately spun his head, sending his towering frame crashing right back down onto the burlap.

"Listen to me, Foreign Giant," Raras edged closer, pointing toward the door. "Palace guards... patrolling. You make a sound... you die. Understand?" Raras dramatically dragged a finger across her own throat to make her point.

The prince fell dead silent. As the bastard son of a concubine, someone who had spent his entire childhood dodging assassination attempts from his own half-brothers, he could read a room instantly. The girl standing in front of him was hiding him.

Before they could attempt to bridge the language gap any further, the sharp clack of expensive sandals echoed on the paving stones right outside the hut. The unmistakable, obnoxious jingle of excessive gold jewelry made Raras’ blood run completely cold.

It was the sound of Gusti Ayu Dyah Sekar.

"Raras! You useless chambermaid!" the spoiled, nasal shriek of the noblewoman drifted closer to the spice hut. "Where is that wretched girl? How dare she disappear when I’m trying to take my jasmine bath!"

Raras looked at the foreign prince in pure, unadulterated horror. If Gusti Ayu Sekar barged in here and saw a giant, ice-eyed, tattooed Steppe warrior in the storage room, they were both absolutely dead.

In a total panic, Raras slammed her index finger against her lips, staring desperately into the prince's striking grey eyes. "From this second on... you are mute. Don't make a single sound!" Raras pleaded in a frantic whisper, praying to the gods that his survival instincts would do the translating for her.
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THE CLACK-CLACK OF Gusti Ayu Dyah Sekar’s gold-embellished sandals halted right outside the flimsy wooden door. Inside the spice hut, Raras held her breath until her chest physically ached. She stood with her back pressed against a stack of burlap sacks, desperately trying to shield the giant prince's massive frame with her own tiny body.

The Eurasian prince remained completely frozen. He didn't understand a single syllable of the language being spoken outside, but his honed battle instincts instantly picked up on the sheer, suffocating tension radiating from the girl in front of him. His piercing green eyes locked onto the rattling iron latch of the door.

Smash!

The wooden door was shoved open with aggressive force. Late afternoon sunlight spilled into the dim hut, blinding Raras. Standing in the doorway was Gusti Ayu Sekar, draped in heavy purple silk intricately woven with gold threads, an expensive sandalwood fan gripped in her manicured fingers. Her beautiful face was twisted into a furious scowl.

"Oh, so this is where you’ve been hiding, you lazy wretch!" Sekar sneered, aggressively fanning her nose as if the pungent aroma of ancient cloves and herbal poultices offended her very existence. "I’ve been looking for you all over the bathing pools! Where is the cooling powder I demanded?!"

Raras immediately dropped to the dusty floor, bowing her head so low her forehead nearly brushed the stone. "Nyuwun sewu, Gusti Ayu... (A thousand apologies). I was just grinding fresh nutgrass roots in here to add to your powder, to ensure your skin glows even more radiantly," Raras lied smoothly, though her voice shook.

Sekar let out a disdainful huff. Her sharp, calculating eyes swept the dim room. And then, her gaze locked onto the colossal shadow in the corner. The Russian prince had purposely tucked his chin deep into his chest against the sacks, hiding his pale face, but there was absolutely no hiding his sheer, imposing size.

"Who is that?" Sekar demanded, her tone shifting from annoyed to deeply suspicious. She stepped further into the hut, her gold bangles clinking like warning bells. "Since when do we employ giant porters in the back kitchens?"

Raras’ brain went into overdrive. Her palms were slick with cold sweat. "T-that is... Makar, Gusti Ayu. My distant cousin from a remote village at the foot of the mountain. He... he was born deaf and mute. Out of pity, I brought him here to help haul the heavy spice sacks."

Sekar stopped a mere two paces from the prince currently masquerading as "Makar." The prince kept his head bowed, but under the cover of the burlap, his large hand stealthily gripped the hilt of his silver wolf dagger. If this gold-draped woman called for her guards, Volodimir was fully prepared to slit throats to survive.

"Mute?" Sekar tilted her chin up arrogantly, scrutinizing the broad expanse of the prince's back, which was barely contained by a rough, comically undersized servant’s tunic. Despite the dirt and the peasant clothes, Sekar’s sharp eyes picked up on something entirely off. "Makar" didn’t have the subservient, hunched posture of a Javanese laborer. His spine was straight, his biceps were corded with the muscle of an elite warrior, and he practically radiated a dark, lethally dangerous aura.

"Hey, Mute. Raise your head," Sekar commanded haughtily.

The prince didn't twitch a single muscle, playing the deaf card perfectly as Raras had instructed.

"Gusti Ayu, he truly cannot hear a thing," Raras interjected in a panic, subtly kicking the prince’s ankle with her heel as a secret cue.

Catching the hint, the prince slowly lifted his head. But he remembered the rules of the game: he kept his green eyes hooded and fixed firmly on the floor, avoiding any direct eye contact that might give away his fierce, aristocratic bloodline.

For a few agonizing seconds, Gusti Ayu Sekar was absolutely stunned into silence. Even with his face smeared in dirt and purpled with bruises, his sharp, distinctly Eurasian cheekbones and aggressive jawline screamed of a wild, captivating, and incredibly foreign handsomeness. He was, frankly, devastating—leagues more attractive than any of the pampered Majapahit princes Sekar usually flirted with at royal banquets.

The noblewoman's heart gave a strange, traitorous flutter. Her massive ego was instantly piqued. "His face... why does it look so strange? His skin is as pale as a corpse."

"He... he's suffered from a skin disease since childhood, Gusti Ayu, which is why he lacks color," Raras blurted out, throwing out the first semi-believable lie she could think of.

Sekar snapped her fan shut, desperately trying to mask her sudden, intense intrigue. "Whatever! Clean up your freak of a cousin. Fix those disgusting clothes. Starting tomorrow, have him chop wood and haul water for my private pavilion. If he’s that massive, he might as well be useful to me."

"Sendika dawuh, Gusti Ayu (As you command)," Raras replied, practically collapsing with internal relief.

Sekar spun on her heel and glided out of the hut with practiced grace, but not before throwing one last, lingering glance over her shoulder, her eyes entirely fixated on the mysterious "Makar."

Once the clack-clack of the gold sandals completely faded away, Raras sagged against the floor, absolutely drained. Meanwhile, the prince of the North slowly straightened his massive frame, shooting Raras a deeply questioning look. The charade of the mute servant had officially begun, and the invisible, high-stakes war for his heart had just planted its first chaotic roots in the soil of Majapahit.

***
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THE SUN HAD FINALLY dipped below Trowulan’s red-brick walls, giving way to a sprawling, star-dusted night sky. The rear palace grounds fell blissfully quiet. Only the rhythmic chirping of crickets and the faint, echoing strike of the guards' warning gongs from the watchtowers broke the silence.

Inside the dim spice hut, illuminated only by a single flickering beeswax candle, Prince Volodimir sat cross-legged on a pile of burlap sacks. His shredded Rus' velvet tunic was now safely hidden by Raras beneath a stack of firewood. The prince was now dressed only in a borrowed, woven lurik wrap, which Raras had purposely draped loosely to accommodate his impossibly broad, muscular chest.

Raras approached carrying a coconut shell filled with warm water and a small, sharp razor—the kind typically used by palace servants.

"Your hair... it's too long. People here will be immediately suspicious if they see a servant rocking a Northern warlord haircut," Raras said softly, even though she knew the man in front of her didn't understand a single syllable.

Raras lightly touched Volodimir's broad shoulder, gesturing for him to stay still. The prince immediately tensed, his ingrained survival instincts flaring aggressively at the sight of the blade in her hand. But as he looked into Raras’ clear, earnest brown eyes, Volodimir slowly exhaled a long breath. He surrendered completely, bowing his head to the tiny maid.

With careful, steady hands, Raras began trimming the prince's ash-blonde hair, shaping it to mimic the choppy style of a common Majapahit peasant boy. They were incredibly close. Volodimir could inhale the sweet scent of coconut oil and jasmine radiating from Raras—a fragrance that was already starting to feel familiar, grounding his chaotic mind. Meanwhile, Raras had to fight the frantic fluttering of her own heart every time her fingertips accidentally brushed the shockingly warm, pale skin at the nape of the prince's neck.

Once she was done, Raras brushed the stray hairs from Volodimir's shoulders. She then grabbed a small sabak (a slate writing board).

"We need to learn. Name. You," Raras poked the prince's solid chest with her index finger. "Makar."

Volodimir frowned, mimicking her gesture by pointing at his own chest. "Ma-kar?" His deep, gravelly voice sounded delightfully strange as it wrapped around the Javanese name.

Raras offered a small, genuine smile—one so pure it literally made Volodimir freeze for a second.

"Yes, Makar. And me..." Raras pointed to herself. "Raras."

"Ra-ras," the prince repeated. This time, his pronunciation was noticeably softer. The usually harsh, rigid corners of his mouth secretly ticked upward the absolute slightest bit. In his world, everyone addressed him with heavy, politically loaded titles, or with the venomous slur of "Bastard Son." But here, his fake name was being spoken by a girl who had saved his life asking absolutely nothing in return.

Raras then demonstrated a few hand gestures. She pressed her palms together in front of her chest and bowed deeply. "Sembah. If you run into Gusti Ayu Sekar... or any palace VIPs... you have to do this. Got it?"

Volodimir watched her like a hawk. As the son of a Steppe tribe mother, he’d been trained since childhood to read enemy body language and adapt to lethal environments. He knew the gold-drenched woman in the purple silk who had barged in earlier was a massive threat to his survival.

The prince nodded. He executed the sembah bow perfectly, though his colossal frame made the submissive gesture look incredibly out of place, radiating absolute, unapologetic power rather than looking anything like a lowly peasant.

Suddenly, Volodimir took the slate from Raras’ hands. Using the chalk with his massive, sword-calloused fingers, he sketched a shape onto the board.

Raras leaned in to look. It was a drawing of a small flower surrounded by strange, tiny white circles.

"What is this?" Raras asked, genuinely confused.

Volodimir pointed out the window at the night sky, then blew air from his lips, faking a shiver. "Sneg..." he whispered in Old Rus'. "Snow. Cold."

Raras was stunned. "You mean... water that freezes white? Like the myth of the kingdom above the clouds?"

Volodimir nodded slowly. He pointed at the flower on the slate, and then pointed directly into Raras’ eyes. The Eurasian prince was trying to tell her that in a homeland as cold as ice and drenched in blood-betrayal, her presence in this humid, tropical land felt like a warm flower blooming right in the middle of a blizzard.

Their eyes met in a long, loaded silence under the dim glow of the beeswax candle. No words were spoken, but a profound, unspoken understanding settled
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