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The Ghost King

1398. Sikander Shah watches as enemy soldiers raze his city-

nation to the ground. As blood and fire fill the air, he must 

make the most important decision of his life—surrender or 

fight to the death. But what is it that he would surrender? 

The Ghost King is a fictional account that draws on legend 

to explore the concept of identity and nationhood with 

reference to Singapore’s historical origins, while speaking 

to our multiculturalism and self-determination.



About the 
Singapore Bicentennial e-book series

Take a quick dive into the different time periods in Singapore 
history, the stories and legacies of our different communities. 
Discover lesser-known histories of people, places and events.  
Each nugget offers a unique glimpse into the layered lives and 
histories of our people, going into topics as diverse as natural 
history, architecture and religious practices.

About the 
Singapore Bicentennial

The Singapore Bicentennial marks the 200th anniversary of the 
arrival of the British in Singapore, a turning point in our history. 
But our story starts way before that.

Travelling back in time to 700 years ago, the Singapore Bicentennial 
is an occasion for us to reflect on our extensive and textured 
history: how we have evolved, from a place with a geographically 
strategic location, into Singaporeans with a unique DNA. 

This commemoration features a huge cast of contributors, as well 
as the regional and global developments that have shaped our lives 
and identities.
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The 
Ghost King

I      t would not do, sikander knew, for a king to believe      
 in such things as he did. He also knew that to claim 

disbelief would be far worse, for he was, despite his 
relative youth, a man wise enough to know that 
hope lay in the slender chasm between reality and 
ideals; ideals such as courage, strength and honour. 
To confess fear, as he now felt, was inadvisable. To 
consider surrender, as he now did, was unthinkable. 

But to whom amongst the living could he explain, 
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and how, that fear and surrender were both real, even 
inevitable? And that both the emotion and the thought 
came of the same source, of another ideal, one that he 
would defend with all he had, though he had little left?  

The empire he had inherited had been abruptly taken 
from him, and the strength it had been built on— 
his island capital that was the heart of all trade and 
commerce in the region—lay burning before his very 
eyes. His people, the hardy women and men of many  
tongues and many tribes, were now bloody pulp; 
their mangled bodies littered the streets of the city. 
His small but mighty navy had long since turned 
to ash—the ships had been the third casualty 
of the enemy routing; his people having been  
the first and his granaries the second. All that remained  
was the royal palace, built on a hill that had served  
Sikander as the perfect vantage point to witness the 
many horrors from. Soon, it too would fall.

There was no room in his heart for 
trepidation or weariness, not as long as 

Sikander remained alive.
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If either of Sikander’s companions considered that 
possibility with dread, they did not show it. Muzaffar, 
Sikander’s dearest companion, a man whom his wife 
addressed as “brother” though they were not born 
of the same father, was both counsellor and personal 
guard to the king. There was no room in his heart 
for trepidation or weariness, not as long as Sikander 
remained alive. The second man, the Commander 
of Sikander’s vanquished armies, was as brave as he 
was a reputed fighter, and his eyes were red with the 
rage of having seen far too many of his soldiers die. 
Neither man would hesitate to throw himself back 
into the fray despite the numerous wounds each one 
bore at but a glance from their king.

Sikander himself was far from unblemished; he  
and his division of men had held the outer gates  
to the palace-fortress many times over through the night 
in an attempt to give the townspeople gathered inside  
its walls a chance to escape down the other side  
of the hill, towards the north. Many had hoped to  
make their way to the northern strait and somehow  
cross the sea into the Malay Peninsula, and thus, to 
survival. Few had survived the journey, for the fleeing 
citizenry had been ambushed by the enemy along the 
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way. Sikander had watched, helpless, as the soldiers 
hacked down men, women and children without 
discrimination, except when they felt inclined to 
select one or the other for their temporary pleasure.
Those unlucky ones would live a day or two more, 
and in terrible pain.

The thought of that massacre—and the ones that 
had preceded it—made Sikander’s decision no easier, 
but in its own way, the churning in his stomach 
added to his resolution. There were others left alive, 
a motley mix of peasants and nobles, all reduced by 
circumstance to one lot: vanquished.

“Yield.”
The Commander responded by staring at him 

with an inscrutable expression, one that could have 
passed for awe if only the soldier’s eyes hadn’t held 
sympathy and the thin line of his lips, contempt. 

“Do it,” Sikander said. “I don’t expect them to 
honour it in the least, but the resultant discussions 
will buy us some time, just enough to get the rest of 
the people out and across the water.”

“But…”
“Do it.”



12

the ghost king

Sikander’s insistence left no room for further 
dispute, the quiet majesty that he was well-known for 
more persuasive that anything more he could have said.  

He had never been a man to raise his voice; he 
had never needed to. Few remained unmoved in 
his presence, for there was a way about him that 
commanded the observer’s eye, making them want 
to look upon him, upon his reassuring gaze and kind 
smile. And look, everyone did, for Sikander insisted 
that his people hold their heads high and their gazes 
straight, even when facing their king. 

He had been blessed—or cursed—with his ancestral 
namesake’s long legs and sculpted face, his pale skin 
that did not tan despite the time he spent on the open 
seas a reminder that the blood of distant lands ran 
still in his veins. But his eyes were the brown, soulful 
ones of home, of a long-gone king who was not a far 
legend but a living hero; the hero who had founded 

He had been blessed—or cursed— 
with his ancestral namesake’s long  

legs and sculpted face
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this same nation which Sikander had so callously 
conceded but moments ago, while standing over the  
same man’s grave. 

Indeed, the irony did not escape the Commander, 
for his gaze shifted from Sikander to the simple stone 
slab that marked the resting place of their founder 
king. Then he gave a terse nod at no one in particular  
and left to execute the distasteful order that had just 
been given.

Muzaffar watched the man go then said needlessly, 
“He doesn’t understand. He can’t understand, no 
matter how many times you explain. This goes against 
everything he stands for.”

“Do you understand, Muzaffar?”
“I accept. As I must. I comprehend why you do 

what you do. But do I understand? No, I don’t, for 
that implies I must feel in my heart that this is right 
and believe that I would do no differently. And that…”

“… is not your burden. It is mine.”
“Your highness…” Muzaffar began with intent  

to protest, but realised he had nothing of consequence 
to say. In the silence that followed, the sound of 
battle was loud and hollow, as though the fighting 
took place not too far away and within closed walls. 
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The enemy had penetrated the last line of defense to 
enter the royal enclosure.

Sikander said, “Do you believe it be true, Muzaffar? 
Do you believe, as some of the Sea People do, that 
my great-ancestor’s ghost wanders his palace still?”

“I’d believe it, if it meant we’d had his sword on 
our side tonight. They say he was a skilled fighter.” 

Muzaffar’s hand moved to rest on the hilt of his 
own weapon, in readiness. “We should go now,  
Your Highness.”

Sikander sighed and looked with longing at the 
burial stone. He wondered if the invaders would 
spare the tomb desecration; perhaps it would remain 
unnoticed, simple as it was. Or perhaps, like the rest 
of the island city, it too would be burnt and broken 
to rubble. And that fault would haunt him to his own 
grave and beyond; he would go down in history as 
the last ruler of Singapura’s founding dynasty, the 

He spoke the words in his mind, as  
he had many times since he’d stumbled 

upon the tomb, as a child.
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man who couldn’t defend the great Sang Nila Utama’s 
legacy… not even his resting place. 

Are you listening?
He spoke the words in his mind, as he had many 

times since he’d stumbled upon the tomb, as a child. 
His mother had found him playing there with his 
wooden toy battleships, the stone of the grave the 
Seven Seas that his make-believe armada ruled. She 
had, in swift order, rushed him out of the chamber, 
scolded him as only a mother could her errant child, 
crown prince be damned, and then tucked him into 
bed and told him a story—their story. She had told 
him of the sailor-prince who had left behind his 
father’s kingdom to explore the high seas, fighting 
pirates, searching for what he did not know he had 
lost till one day, while chasing a golden stag, the 
wanderer had sighted an island across the seas. Its 
milky-white sands had called to him and he had set 
sail, defying sea-gods and battling sea-monsters to 
eventually reach these very shores.

“And do you know what Sang Nila Utama saw 
as he landed here?” his mother would ask, her voice 
holding over countless retellings the same breathless 
excitement as it had the very first time she had told 
the boy Sikander the story.
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“A lion,” Sikander would answer, with matching 
awe, even long after he had grown old enough to learn 
of their history, his history; to know that the lion had  
been just that but also more, for King Nila Utama had  
found something far more glorious than a majestic 
beast on these shores. He had found the people 
whom he had made his own and, in turn, they had 
made him their ruler.

And so, Sikander had been brought up on the tales 
of his great-ancestor, the man who had refused not 
one, but two crowns till he had come here, neither as 
coloniser nor conqueror, but as one who believed he 
had to do what he must because it was right; a man 
beyond compare, someone that Sikander ought to 
aspire to be but never could be; no one could. A man 
who had believed that it was the people who made a 
kingdom and a king, not the other way around. 

That belief had buried itself deep  
inside Sikander’s childish heart, as  
though put there by a force that  

was beyond human.
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That belief had buried itself deep inside Sikander’s 
childish heart, as though put there by a force that 
was beyond human. As he had grown from boy to 
man to king, neither the thought nor his fascination 
with its formless purveyor had faded—all the more so 
for Sikander’s growing awareness of his own father’s 
limitations as a person and a king; particularly his 
brand of justice, which was swift, firm and far from 
tempered by wisdom or kindness. 

There had been no room for dissent against his 
father—Sikander had lacked both the position and the 
courage to do so. But that had left all the more room 
for a gnawing guilt nurtured in the corporeal solitude 
of his great-ancestor’s tomb. Here Sikander would 
give silent voice to his fears and his anger, recount 
the instinctive knowledge he had of the people’s 
increasing discontent and ask for guidance, for  
some sign as to what he ought to do, as son and prince 
both, or no, as just a man, a simple, living citizen  
of Singapura.

Then, he had become king, inheriting his father’s 
tenuous political relations with the other powerful 
kingdoms in the region—Cina, Siam, Majapahit—
along with a fearful but discontent citizenry. He  
did not know whether he was—no, had been—a good 
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king, but he had been determined that any failure on 
his part would be neither for lack of trying, nor for 
lack of temperance. 

At every juncture, for every decision that he 
had made, Sikander had come here, ostensibly 
seeking the blessings of his great-ancestor but also 
looking for more. It was over this very grave that 
he had meditated before being led away to his own 
coronation, and here where he made his battle plans 
to successfully repel a Siamese invasion. It was here 
that he had determined that it served the nation 
better if he married the daughter of a local chieftain 
than a princess of Siam or Cina, and it was here where 
he had sat for hours in the dark when diplomatic 
relations, such as they were, with the Majapahit had 
begun to show the first signs of strain, reminding 
himself of what his ancestor had well known,  
that prosperity brought with it its own dangers  
and Singapura was prosperous indeed. 

Once again, he had brought small wooden ships—
not the toys of his childhood but the finer miniatures 
that were found in his war-room—and planned his 
defense well before the first winds of war. The storm 
had not been far behind. 
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Three weeks later the warships had been seen 
on the horizon, the eight-rayed-sun emblem of the 
Majapahit stark and proud on the billowing sails.

“Three hundred ships,” Muzzafar had told him, as 
they had stood on the ramparts looking at the armada 
that filled the sea to the south. “Twenty thousand 
men at the least. They bring their entire army to war  
with us.”

Sikander had not missed the cautionary tone in his 
friend’s voice, but did not acknowledge it out loud. 
“Then we shall give them war. Our ships are smaller 
and faster, and each sailor here knows these waters 
as he knows the way to his own hearth. We will meet 
them in the mid-shallows, where they will have little 
space or buoyancy to manoeuvre. The wind will also 
fall, closer to shore, and they will have to set at least 

half their men to rowing. We can easily board their 
ships or, where that fails, simply sink them. This battle 
is ours to win, if we fight with stout hearts. And I 
know no soldier of mine to have any other kind.”

“I go to battle tomorrow.  
Not for your land, but for your people.” 
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He had then brought in his Commander and 
his lieutenants to explain the various tactics and 
formations he had worked out. Sikander remembered 
smiling to himself then, a secret smile at the thought 
of how—and with whom—all those tactics had been 
worked out. He had been confident of victory, and 
his men likewise. 

Indeed, there had been no reason, not at first, to 
think the conflict could come to what it now was. 
Sikander was king by right, but he had long since 
bolstered that right with his leadership. When he had 
stood on the prow of his lead ship and addressed 
his soldiers and sailors, not one man had hesitated 
to follow his beloved king to battle—and if need 
be—death. That same day, Sikander had called for 
the citizenry to gather and had spoken to them 
of the inevitable hardships that lay ahead. They 
had responded, it seemed, almost with joy and 
a willingness to sacrifice all they had. That night, 
Sikander had spoken his decision over his ghost  
king’s grave, for once, out loud.

“I go to battle tomorrow. Not for your land, but 
for your people. They say you made this kingdom, but 
both you and I know that it is the people that have 
made us. I do not see any better way to protect them 
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and the lives they have built with sweat and blood, 
but this. Tomorrow, I go to war for your legacy.”

After all, Sikander had reasoned, land could be 
reclaimed, but legacies were built and often built 
only once. What he had not counted on were that 
land and legacy were both equally easily betrayed.

Sikander had been at sea, throwing the entire 
might of his swift, lethal navy against the invading 
enemy, when the gates to the fort had been opened 
from the inside. By the time he had withdrawn his 
attack and returned to shore, the Majapahit had 
slaughtered over a third of the citizenry. It had been 
all he and his men could do to drive the invaders 
out of the inner city and rebar the gates to the fort. 
But this came at a cost: The retreating Majapahit had 
taken control of the harbor, burning every single ship 
in Singapura’s famed navy. 

Sikander had watched, expressionless, as his fleets 
had turned to skeletons and smoke, then turned to  
the one indulgence he was willing to allow himself at 
the moment. 

He executed the traitor—one of his own ministers—
in public, throttling him to death with his bare hands. 
The satisfaction it gave him had been very, very short-
lived. He knew he had made a grievous mistake, 
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though he still did not know which of two errors it 
was that he had committed: Some years ago, Sikander 
had ordered the minister’s daughter executed as per 
their laws for a crime he believed she had committed, 
though both father and daughter had insisted on her 
innocence. Now, he wondered if he ought to have 
let the girl live. Or maybe, he should have had her 
father executed alongside. Either way, the omission  
had claimed its price, and in full.  

“They went straight for the stores. The grain, the 
livestock—it’s all destroyed,” his wife, Prapti, had told 
him. Her voice had been as unflappable and even as it  
always was, even when she told him that she loved 
him, idiot though he may be. 

“What do you think we should do?” he asked her, 
not bothering to hide the weariness he felt. He was 
covered in blood from head to toe, but refused to let 
her help him clean up, lest she realise that some of it 
was also his. 

“Sikander Shah, maybe it is time to leave the city. 
Get the people out and to safety. We will come back 
another day to reclaim what is ours.”

Sikander had not had the energy to shout his rage, 
but his eyes had blazed anyway. “How can you say  
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such a thing, Prapti? Your ancestors, the Sea-people, 
have lived here for longer than mine have.”

Prapti had simply said. “Why don’t you ask him?”
There had been no doubt whom she had meant. 

It was the first time she had ever spoken of it to 
Sikander, and that very fact had left him speechless. 

He had not waited to do as she had suggested 
and immediately ordered the evacuation of the city. 
What soldiers he had left, he set them to the task of 
defending the populace as they fled northwards. But 
the Majapahit forces had now come onshore in their 
entirety, and for each one of his people that made it 
to safety, Sikander watched ten others fall. 

“Not one person, not even an infant, made it 
across alive from the last batch. None of the soldiers 
we sent for their protection have made it back alive… 
save for myself. I retreated for my life only because 
you had to know…” The Commander’s voice had 
broken as he confessed his seeming cowardice.

Sikander had squeezed the man’s shoulder as he 
said, “And that was braver than you think, my friend.”

“What now?” The question had come from 
Muzzafar. “We dare not send yet more of the people 
out of the fort. But we cannot keep them here either. 
We can hold the fort for hours more, through tonight 
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at best.” He added, slowly, “You need to leave too, 
your highness.”

“Leave? Where would I go?”
The question had been rhetorical and redundant. 

The point was not where Sikander would go, but 
what would remain of him if he did. 

Sikander had taken a deep breath and told his 
companions, “You should go rest for a while. Come 
find me before dawn.”

They had come to him well before dawn,  
with the news that the outer wall of the fort had 
been breached. 

Sikander had been ready with his decision.
“Yield.”
And now, barely moments since he had spoken 

that word, all that remained of the dream he 
had lived before was a dull, throbbing memory and a 
cold gravestone. 

Sikander sank to his knees, tired. The wounds  
on his body ached in a thousand ways, but the pain  
in his heart was a numb inexistence, a void that had 
no right to exist. He placed his hands on the grave,  
partly to prop himself up, partly to lean on its 
unyielding stone.
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When they were gone and their home overrun, 
would anyone be left to speak their names—Nila, 
Vikrama, Parameswara, Sikander? But perhaps that 
was how it was meant to be. Who remained to speak 
of the man Nila Utama had first met on these shores, 
of those who had built his city for him? The Sea 
People—those who had lived here and loved the land 
before Sikander’s ancestors had learned to love it too.  

Their names, their calloused hands and hardy hearts 
had long since been woven into the letters, the curves 
and strokes of one name alone, that of the place  
they all called theirs.

Yes, it must be so. It is not our names that need 
remain. 

Do you understand? Do you see that the only way 
to protect what you stood for is to give up all that you 
built? Or do you think I do wrong; that I let you down?

There was no answer, there never had truly been. 
It had not been needed. 

“Bury me right here, in the same grave as 
my great-ancestor. Then, perhaps, I too 

shall haunt this place as a ghost.”
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Sikander did not believe in ghosts; he merely spoke 
to one. Both facts were best kept to himself, for it 
would not do for a king to admit to either. But then 
again, he was no longer a king but a dishonoured, 
defeated man on the brink of running for his life. 

“Sikander Shah, please…” Muzaffar’s familiar use 
of the name was tempered by the royal honorific  
that followed. 

“Shah? No, my friend, I am no longer your Shah, 
I’m no longer anyone’s king. But I shall call on the 
memory of having once been one, to ask you to 
grant me one last favour.”

“You only have to command me, and…”
“This cannot be commanded; it must be earned. 

And it is for you to decide if I have earned it. 
Someday, Muzaffar, when I die, as all men will, if 
you believe that what I do tonight is honourable and 
right, if someday you understand… then bring my 
remains back to this soil. Bury me right here, in the 
same grave as my great-ancestor. Then, perhaps, I too 
shall haunt this place as a ghost. I shall see whether 
our conquerors too call this land ‘home’, and defend 
it with their hearts, as I have, from those who will 
inevitably come after them.”
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Laughing out loud at the thought, Sikander glanced 
back at the doorway, at the snarling enemy soldiers 
that were running through the corridor beyond and 
at him. Then he saw the contempt, the derision on 
the face of each enemy soldier, the indisputable 
shame they painted onto him—the defeated, the 
destroyed… the soon to be arrested and paraded in 
ignominy and surrender.

The thought made him want to retch. He had 
surrendered his kingdom, not his honour. This was 
not done yet. Sikander willed himself to draw his 
sword, but his arm did not move. He urged his feet 
forward, commanded his broad shoulders to find their 
strength. But numbness, a heavy numbness seeped 
from his mind and through his body, sinking to the 
pit of his stomach and rooting him to the ground.

Muzaffar, however, acted quickly, swinging 
the door to the chamber closed, shutting out the 
humiliation and buying them a few moments more. 
Then he grabbed Sikander by the wrist and pulled 
him towards an inconspicuous plank that lay on the 
ground in a corner of the room. He kicked the plank 
aside with his foot, revealing a flight of narrow mud 
and hewn-rock stairs.
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Whispering a prayer for the safety of his king, 
Muzaffar made his way down the stairs and into the 
small tunnel that had been dug just the night before 
for the express purpose of this ignominious escape. 
It would lead out from the fort and on to the hillside 
where they could join the queen and what remained 
of their people in their flight across the northern 
straits, to the lands that lay beyond. 

Sikander followed him without protest, into darkness.
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Afterword:  
Myth, History and the Future

Did Sang Nila Utama really see a lion? Is Sikander 
Shah really buried at the Keramat on Fort Canning 
Hill? Nearly eight centuries since these events are 
believed to have taken place, and we still wonder, 
we still remember.

That is the power of myth, that it aggrandizes and 
thus preserves, keeping alive as stories that are larger-
than-life things that could have been dimmed, if not 
erased, by the sands of time. But the problem with 
myth is also this: that it sometimes grows to be so 
incredulous that we forget that there may be a kernel 
of truth—and thus history—that underlies these tales. 

Like many things around us, myth is defined by 
what we do with it. The fact that we have a meaning 
in our minds, that we engage with myth—either to 
quote it, refute it or even reinvent it—makes it a social 
construct, the meaning of which is shared by a collective,  
namely, us. 
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As so these stories—passed down in whatever form, 
as history or myth or something lost in between serve 
as a chronicle of human thought, of what we wished 
to believe and the explanations we held on to. Behind 
the symbolism and metaphor lies, not only an obscure 
tale of what happened, but what we, as a society, have 
chosen to legitimise and accept—be they our notions 
of nation and culture, of leadership and duty or even 
fundamental definitions of good and bad, and the 
room for ambiguity in between. The tales become the 
tales of our past, the stories of how we got here—
whether they happened exactly that way, or not.

Why is it so easy to say that Sang Nila Utama saw 
a lion on our shores? Why do we want it to be that 
Sikander Shah lies buried on Fort Canning Hill? 

The answers will vary, and one doesn’t always have 
to agree with another. Nevertheless, each one of us 
participates in this process of myth-making, sometimes 
through dissent and reinterpretation, or sometimes 
simply by listening to stories and saying nothing  
at all. We can reconstruct the stories based on 
alternative accounts. We can present absent viewpoints, 
tell the stories in the voices of those who have never 
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been heard. We can argue about what is history and  
what is not. 

For that is the advantage mythology offers us—
we can speak in the language of changing ideals, and 
we can ask what ought to have happened, and ask if 
perhaps the villains had been heroes and the heroes, 
villains, and whether these shared beliefs of what may 
have happened are still relevant to our values and 
behavior, even today? We make, and are made, by our 
myths—ancient and modern, regional and global.

It is up to us whether we choose to remember our 
past, and thereby the ideas and collective ideals that 
frame our present and future, as history or as myth. 
But remember we must. This is who we are.  
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studio was run together by Jules Tjitra and Rukmunal Hakim. They 
have worked on several commissioned illustration projects in Jakarta, 
and have never stayed in just one illustration style. 

At this moment, YesGo! Studio, is run by Rukmunal Hakim as its 
creative director.



About Ethos Books 
www.ethosbooks.com.sg

Giving voice to emerging and exciting writers from diverse 
backgrounds, we help foster an environment in which literature  
and the arts not only survive, but thrive.

That’s why our authors and their ideas come first. By taking a 
collaborative approach to publishing, we bring each author’s  
voice and vision to fruition.

We are always open to new ideas: different ways of working  
and fresh ways of delivering the unparalleled satisfaction only a good 
book can bring.

Established in 1997, Ethos Books, an imprint of Pagesetters Services 
Pte Ltd, aims to create books that capture the spirit of a people and 
reflect the ethos of our changing times.

About Fellow 
www.fellowdesign.co

Fellow is a design studio focused in developing print, digital and 
exhibition work for art, culture and community organisations. 

The studio endeavours to listen closely to the nuances and needs 
of each project to craft  sensitive and resonant communication 
for its audience. Selected clients include Asian Film Archive, 
Gillman Barracks, Malay Heritage Centre, National Library Board,  
OH! Open House, Tsao Foundation as well as independent content 
creators and curators.




