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“Reading Utama is like being led into a secret history. Ng Yi-Sheng conjures a world where empires rise on fields of gold, sea beasts carry kings skyward and history itself bends towards magic—all carried by a writing tone that is lyrical and layered with echoes of the Malay Annals, Chinese classics and Hindu epics, with the plot unfolding in such a way that grips the reader to turn the page and find out more of what comes next.”


–Nuraliah Norasid, author of The Gatekeeper 


“Utama reimagines Singapore’s origins with haunting lyricism and mythic grandeur, crafting a multilayered decolonial epic where history, legend and the divine collide. Gorgeously written. Spellbinding.”


–Victor Fernando R. Ocampo, author of The Infinite Library and Other Stories
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In memory of my father, Ng Hark Seng (1949-2025).


May his path be well walked.















And Singapura became a great city, to which foreigners resorted in great numbers so that the fame of the city and its greatness spread throughout the world.


–Sulalatus Salatin (Sejarah Melayu), c. 1612 




The island of Singapore as such has no long past… What happened before 1819—if anything worthwhile happened at all—has been irretrievably lost in the mists of time.


–S. Rajaratnam, speech on 


“Adaptive Reuse: Integrating Traditional Areas into the >Modern Urban Fabric”, 1984




This will not do; we must stand aside and let the Lion crash through a madness of cymbals back to that dark jungle heart when eyes were still embers waiting for a crownless Prince of Palembang.


–Alfian Sa’at, “Singapore You Are Not My Country”, 1998
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They had already forgotten their names. All fifty of them, hollow-eyed, ancient relics, washed in the salt, baked in the sun of their eternal journey across the waters. The few clothes they still bore were worn to tatters; their skins were browned and cracked as clay. Even the ropes that once bound them had broken, frayed and rotted in the monsoon heat. They wore their stringy remains on their wrists like bracelets, and wept when they lost them.


He alone had kept track of the days since their departure from civilisation. He had been a scholar of some sort, yes, that much he remembered, a librarian employed in the imperial archives of Kaifeng. Records had mattered a great deal to him once: dynastic chronicles, sage commentaries, sutras in holy and barbarian tongues. This was why, each dawn, he knelt with a sliver of rusted iron at the stern of the ship, carving a notch in the timber, each calligraphic stroke marking the incremental duration of their exile. Each five-day cycle thus became an ideogram, signifying propriety. The character gave him comfort; there was order, at least, in the midst of the endless sea.


The others could not grasp his intent. But then, they were not of his standing. “How did you live?” he had asked them, and they had answered that they were farmers, merchants, beggars, artisans, gatherers of salt. “What was your sin?” he had queried, and they had told him countless tales of the Ten Abominations: discord, depravity, sedition, irreverence, desecration of royal tombs, treason both greater and lesser, parricide, incest, filial impiety. Then they had posed the same questions to him, and he had found he had no courage to speak the truth. He had conjured up an elaborate fiction instead, one of corruption, cupidity and murder, and they had thanked him for it.


All this, of course, had taken place long ago, in the squalor of the dockside dungeons over a common bowl of watery congee, back when they still spoke, when they still had names, when they still had a fatherland. He had long forgotten the details of their stories, but then, he suspected, so had his companions. Perhaps, he thought, as he gazed at the glassy sea, he should have written them down.


Now night was falling on the ship. Dumbly, they distributed their rations: a mouthful of rainwater collected in barrels during the last squall; a handful of crushed jujubes; an overripe persimmon, harvested from the fruit trees that grew on deck. As the moon climbed the heavens, they retreated below, huddling against each other’s bodies without regard for rank or modesty, for though the days had grown steadily more scorching, the nights still chilled their bones.


Once, he would have felt disgrace, he thought, eyes shut, head pillowed on another man’s naked breast. But such things no longer mattered. None were present to judge them, here on the boundless, timeless sea. None in years to come would remember, or even imagine, their suffering.
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The scholar dreamt of his family. It was not a happy dream. Though he had celebrated the birth of his eldest grandson, though he had held a banquet for all in his district when the boy passed the Imperial Examinations, his was a tale of heartbreak. Indeed, he had always known the boy to be headstrong. Coaching the boy in the Four Books and the Five Classics, he had had to raise his fists again and again to quell the constant refrain of, “Why?” “Why?” “Why?” Yet he could never have conceived the true depths of the child’s thoughtlessness, nor his capacity for rebellion.


He had had no inkling of it until the night the empress’s guards battered down his gates, seizing him, his wives and sons and daughters-in-law. “High treason,” the dusky-faced magistrate told him. “Your grandson has dared to challenge the right of Her Majesty to rule as Regent for her son.” He protested that such charges must have been fabrications, that one so young and so talented and so foolish surely deserved a measure of mercy. But all was to no avail. With the jeering crowds of his city, he had watched as they lopped the heads from his children’s necks, as they bound his grandson alive to a wooden frame and meticulously carved the flesh from his body.


Such guilt, he knew, was too great to be borne by one man alone, but must be punished unto nine generations. His granddaughters alone were granted clemency: they bravely chose slavery over death. He himself would have welcomed the refuge of the underworld then, even if none were left to mourn him. Day and night in his cell, the ghosts of his ancestors chided him for his failures as a patriarch, tutor and subject. “Our family line shall be lost forever, and the fault is yours,” they hissed in his ear. “All those years of learning, and still so foolish. All those broken books for nothing.” 


This was why, when they led him to the torture chambers, he opened his mouth to recite a list of confessions that would have damned him to hell eighteen times over. Yet he was asked no questions. Instead, the man thrust a pair of pincers into his jaws and began to extract his teeth, one by one, heedless of his screams, only pausing to examine the few filled with gold.


When the surgery was finished, a goblet of foul-smelling liquid was thrust into his hands. He gulped it down, hoping it was poison. No such luck. As he rinsed his bloody gums with the draught, his eyes grew bleary, and he collapsed into a delirium, his consciousness drifting between the agony of his wounds and the chatter of the ghosts, who now added the charge of “coward” to their litany of abuse. His body trembled: he imagined himself transported by ox-headed and horse-faced demons across road and river, highway and waterway, chariot wheels and barge bottoms shaking beneath him.


Finally, he came to his senses. He was back in the darkness of his cell. But no: as his eyes adjusted to the lamplight, he could see the chamber was one of different dimensions and populated with a horde of fellow prisoners, all aged and toothless like himself.


“Where is this?” he asked, in the dialect of the court.


“Quanzhou,” said a voice. It took him a moment to register the reply, for the words were spoken in Hakka. Then his old facility with languages came back to him, and he began to converse with the inmates in Min, Hmong and Tangut, learning their histories, translating their sorrows for one another’s commiseration. None, the scholar discovered, knew why they had been transported from their diverse provinces to the port city in the south of the Empire. Nor could they fathom why they alone had been chosen: a band of forty-eight dotards, wrinkled and feeble of mind and body, not one of them younger than seventy.


Then came the morning when the prison doors swung open. Mounted guards arrived before dawn to escort them to their fates. They made a mournful parade through the half-lit streets, single file, barefoot and bound, moving farther and farther from the city square towards the harbour district, where sweaty dock workers paused in their industry to gape at their procession.


A great ship awaited them, sails hoisted, dark pillars rising from its deck. Only when they clambered on board could they see that the hull was built of worm-eaten wood, that the sails were old and tattered, that the deck was strewn with rusted needles, that the pillars were fruit trees in dusty dragon urns. Indeed, the captain and second-in-command were men as ancient and bony as they.


A tiny woman stood beside them, swaddled in an amber veil. When she uncovered her head, the guards and prisoners stumbled to their knees in blind panic.


“A thousand years of life to the Empress,” cried the captain.


“A thousand years of life,” echoed the men.


With a wave of her hand, she silenced them. “My subjects,” she said. “My ministers and I have been in conference. You may think yourselves outcasts, but you are far more than that. You are my minions and my emissaries. Bear this message for me, and your every sin will be forgiven.”


Then she pronounced her missive. It would remain with the scholar long after she had disembarked with her guards, long after the ship set its endless course for the south, long after the sunlight had bleached all other memory from his mind.


The words were etched into his soul, deeper than any carving in stone. They danced in his head, wilder than his ghosts.
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He woke to the sound of language. He blinked and scraped the sand from his eyes: he was alone in the hold, the sun was beaming through the boards of the deck, and the crew of exiles was babbling above him. Stirring his aching limbs to life, he began to discern the meanings of their various tongues.


“Land.”


“Praise Buddha.”


“A thousand years, a thousand thousand years of life.” 


His forty-nine companions were gathered at the bow, faces fixed upon the shimmering sea. Even the stone-blind ones seemed to gaze with love at the horizon. He hobbled out but could see nothing until the captain pointed out the stray leaves and driftwood in the green water, the brown-headed gulls and white-winged terns that passed above them. He turned and saw the second-in-command trimming the mainsail, steering them towards their destination.


Perhaps it was the joy in his heart or the subtle scent of earth on the ocean wind, for just then, a memory hatched in his brain. At long last, he could recall their destination: a distant isle called Puluochong, or was it Danmaxi? Both names could not be true. He parted his lips to ask, but the captain answered him first, as if they shared a common mind.


“Temasek. That is what the natives call the place. From ‘tasek’, their word for lake.”


And the scholar shut his eyes, beaming as he envisioned a people so foolish that they had named their island after water.


The enemy saw them first. The full fleet of the Chola Navy was assembled, its masts rising tall and thick as any jungle. He tried to number the frigates and catamarans and caravels and carracks, but lost count within seconds, not least because of the fear that was filling his throat. For he could see the vessels approaching, and he started at the rattle of war drums, the beating of swords against shields. He would have turned tail, hidden himself in the darkest corner of the hold, but his legs had turned to jelly, and he could do no more than huddle on the planks, whimpering in terror.


But there was no battle cry that ensued, no wailing of the wounded and dying. For as soon as the advance party grew close enough to spy their faces, they began to laugh. At first, he heard only an odd chuckle of bewilderment, but this grew into a rising tide, a veritable hullabaloo of mirth and merriment. He could not understand what they uttered, for he spoke no Tamil, but he could well imagine the cause for their amusement.


A shipful of seniors! A junkload of grandfathers!


Had China no better warriors to send in its defence?


He trembled as the scouts came on board, massive, dark and burly, wielding spears and whip-tailed swords, plucking persimmons from the potted trees, snickering at the frailness of the crew. He beheld the handsomeness of their cotton trousers, the oiled perfection of their hair and moustaches, and felt ashamed of his own age and nakedness. Then he remembered his mission. As the warriors roamed the deck, he sat up, forced himself into a kneeling position and spoke the empress’s message.


No one paid him attention. He repeated himself and realised his voice was too weak, too parched by his days at sea to be heard. So he crawled to the smallest and slightest of the soldiers, a mere boy, younger than his own grandson, and gripped his pantaloons. Before the boy could strike him down for his insolence, he gathered his breath to deliver the message once more.


He said it in Pali. He said it in Magadhi. He said it in Sanskrit.


The soldier’s eyes widened. Immediately, he called over his comrades so that they, too, might hear the tidings.


The Chola king was summoned with a blare of a conch. It seemed mere minutes before he arrived in his royal yacht, its sails like crimson wings, its bow adorned with a gilded naga. He was known to his subjects by many names: Rajendra Chola, Parakesari, Gangaikonda. Here, in the isles of the east, they called him Raja Chulan and believed him the descendant of the mighty Macedon, the one named Alexander who had made vassals of all the ancient world.


Now he appeared, a man in his prime, broad-shouldered and lushly bearded, coal-skinned and fiery-eyed; gold in his crown, gold on his neck and in the lobes of his ears, gold in the buckles of his armour, the hilt of his sword and the tips of his sandals. But these were mere trinkets in his treasury, for he bore the glory of a thousand victories over Lanka, Pandya, Chera, Chalukya, Khmer and Srivijaya; indeed, it was said that his army was so vast that its passage moved mountains and parched mighty rivers, lighting even starless nights with the gleam of its knives.


Rumour had it that he wished to sail east and add China to the list of his conquests. This was why the old scholar prostrated himself before His Majesty and, quivering in fear, uttered the lie the empress had planted in his mouth.


“When we left China, we were all of us mere boys barely turned twelve years old; now we are toothless old men. These trees we grew from seeds; now they are tall and bearing fruit. These needles were bars of steel as thick as a man’s forearm; now they are rusted down to nothing.” 


A long silence followed. Perhaps the soldiers were fooled, overcome with dread at the prospect of surrendering the precious years of their youth. But surely the king knew better. After all, countless monks and merchants had traded silk and scriptures between their lands. Any adventurer would know that the distance could be covered in months.


Was it a frown of doubt that uncurled on his lordly mien? Or was it a knowing smile? As lettered as he was, the scholar could not read the secret language that had passed between the two royals. Still, he chose to believe there was kindness in the king’s voice as he made his reply in a voice loud enough that all might hear.


“If it is as you say, then China must be a long way away. When should we ever get there? We had better go home.” 


And with that, he returned to his yacht, dismissing the Chola warriors and Chinese ancients.


There would be no invasion. The years of conquest were over.
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Temasek was indeed a land of earth and water. Its villagers dwelt on the shoreline, pandering to the needs of the Chola Navy, servicing their ships, polishing their weaponry, filling their bellies. They were of a different race from the Tamils, the scholar observed: shorter and slighter, their faces and bodies almost hairless. Most wore only loincloths woven of bark and leaves, and the women walked alongside the men, bare-breasted and uncloistered, with cutlasses at their sides. Once, the scholar would have called them barbarians. Now, ragged and malnourished, he realised he was an object of their pity.


Indeed, as soon as they set foot on the land, his band of fifty had begun to dwindle. Though the villagers had coddled them, wrapping them in bark cloths, feeding them with coconut water and lizard eggs, they found they were unused to the solidity of the sands and suffered from terrible vertigo and nausea. By the first morning, ten of them had left the world, as if they had endured the journey only to seek out a patch of earth to serve as their final resting place.


He, however, was fortunate. The king had made a favourite of him, housing him in his royal yacht. He slept in a cot lined with cotton, and when he burned with fever, a nurse was assigned to spoon a bitter tincture into his mouth. She sang him songs to still his trembling, and in her absence, he began to repeat the words, practising this new language without the aid of writing.


“What are you called?” he asked in Sanskrit, for there were words in her tongue like Sanskrit.


“Ratu.”


“Who are your people?”


She shook her head in confusion, laughed and left his side.


As he recovered his health, he began to explore the ship. The guards did not appear to regard him as a captive and paid little heed to his wanderings. To ensure his good treatment, however, he bowed deeply in their presence, whatever their rank. In one cabin, he found rich embroideries; in another, endless artefacts of gold and crystal; in yet another, a bewildering pantheon of Buddhas, bodhisattvas and unknown goddesses, sculpted of jewel-inlaid stone. These were the trophies of the king’s countless invasions. He, too, was a trophy, he supposed, though more perishable and of questionable value.


Once, he beheld Rajendra Chola himself. He stood at the forecastle, shielded from the heat of sunset by attendants bearing amber parasols. The scholar fell to his knees, but the king halted him with an upraised palm and beckoned him to draw closer.


“Your Majesty,” he said. Ratu had already taught him the proper honorific.


“Are you happy, my slave?”


“Without question.”


“Alas, I cannot say the same. For though I have traversed endless yojanas, though I have conquered countless kingdoms, though the dry land and all that dwells thereon are known to me, true happiness eludes me. I yearn for sights unseen, for virgin territories unclaimed. Still, I hunger for a new world to bear my name.” 


And now the king extended a massive, gilded arm towards the horizon, where the shifting waters turned black and gold under peony skies. “The sea,” he whispered. “The sea and all that dwells therein—what might they be like?”


The scholar understood that this was a rare opportunity. He might draw on his years of learning to describe the oceanic dominions of the Four Dragon Kings: Azure in the East, Cinnabar in the South, Black in the North and White in the West. He might list the riches of this realm—ambergris, pearl and coral—and chart its geography: the undersea lands of Daxie, Mingzu and Lingyu; the mountain of Liuboshan, sunken seven thousand li beneath the surface, home to the one-legged blue ox called Kui. He might dazzle him with tales of Jingwei, the drowned goddess reborn as a red-footed bird, driven by revenge to fill the depths with twigs and pebbles. He might speak of the turtle warriors and prawn soldiers, who had once launched an assault on Leifeng Pagoda in aid of the white snake demoness. He might thereby win a favoured position in the Chola court, perhaps even rise to the rank of adviser or emissary, and eventually gain safe passage to his homeland, where his bones might find their rightful place in his village tomb.


Yet at this crucial juncture, language failed him. He could not even remember the Sanskrit word for dragon.


The seas and all that dwells therein. What might they be like?


“There will be many fish,” he replied.


The king threw back his head and let out a booming laugh, and his attendants dutifully echoed him in amusement. “Come,” he said, and under the purple twilight, they proceeded belowdecks, through a series of winding passages that led them deeper and deeper below the ocean surface and seemed to plumb beyond even the keel of the ship itself. Gradually, the scholar became aware of a blistering heat that suffused the darkness around him. His body broke into beads of sweat, which he dabbed at fruitlessly with his bark-cloth raiment. This was some trap, surely: a punishment for his insolence. Yet he dared not turn back. Onwards and downwards he stumbled, following the wake of the royal lanterns.


Then a door opened. Before him were demons, breathing fire from their mouths. The king had led him to hell, for his ship was nothing but a vessel containing a realm of infinite pain.


“Behold,” said the king. He stood but a hand’s breadth away from the scholar’s face, his features aglow amidst the cinders. But there was no malice in his voice, only delight and wonder. Nor were the figures before them demons; as he blinked away the smoke, he began to discern that they were mortal men, clad in charred veshtis, sweating more profusely than he, and that their tongues of flame were in fact red-hot baubles which they blew and beat into trumpets and spangles and filigrees and urns.


These were the royal glassmakers. They did not venture to bow before their king; rather, they grinned with pride as he inspected their work, speaking at length about their craft. He hobbled through the chamber, marvelling at the roaring furnace, confounded that the timbers of the ship had not been consumed by this fire in its belly. Other artisans laboured in their midst: goldsmiths and jewel-cutters, ceramicists and bronzeworkers. Each one gazed upon his work like a devoted lover; each one was greeted by the king like a friend.


He wandered as a man spellbound, eyes watering from the flames, the smoky air and the dazzling spectacle, till he came to a wall pasted with scrolls of paper. Though blackened with soot and marked with script far beyond his learning, the charts transfixed him; his fingers traced the lines of ink that stretched from sheaf to sheaf, joined at precise and annotated angles, forming an inscrutable mandala in the flame-licked darkness.


“Indeed,” Rajendra Chola whispered from behind him. “It is a wonder.”


The royal attendants raised their lanterns, bathing the charts with light, revealing the shape of the diagram—an oblong of many joined segments—if not its meaning.


“This is how I shall learn the ocean’s secrets,” the king continued, laying a hand upon the scholar’s shoulder. “I have commanded my craftsmen and artificers to build me a chariot to descend into the endless depths. This shall be the next and most daring of my voyages. One that you, my slave, will be honoured to witness.” 
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Weeks passed, or perhaps even months. It was impossible, he reflected, to mark the passage of time in this land without seasons. Even so, he could observe his own body changing, like the ripening of a harvest. His skin was darker, his breath less short, his head less giddy in the noonday sun. Ratu, satisfied with his progress, began recruiting him as a companion on her excursions, paddling out in a sampan from the royal yacht to the palm-dotted mainland. He bore her baskets as she haggled for produce in the market, swatted at insects while she gathered medicinal herbs in the jungle. The natives laughed when they saw him, and laughed harder when he stammered out greetings in an approximation of their tongue. They offered him peeled fruit, or stewed flesh, or gummy sweetmeats, as if rewarding an intelligent songbird. Ratu would accept these favours, chewing them into a digestible paste before feeding them into his toothless mouth.


Meanwhile, the king’s submersible took shape. The artisans now made no secret of their task, assembling the components of glass and gold on the deck of the yacht in plain view of the crew and soldiers. On storm-drenched nights, a canopy was erected with armed guards stationed to protect the contraption from the turbulence of the waves and the chaos of the wind. Afterwards, the glassmakers would examine the device for cracks and fissures, while the metalsmiths oiled and polished the joints. If their handiwork proved flawless, they would celebrate in the moonlight with song and goblets of coconut wine.


Occasionally, they exhorted the scholar to drink with them. He was startled to discover that one of them spoke the Minnan dialect. His name was Mrigank, a bearded, hook-nosed, sparrow-handed alchemist, charged with sealing the joints of the machine with alloyed metal.


“We are the same, you and I,” he said, as he raised another cup of honey-sweet liquor. “Once, my people lived in the northwest of the black-plum continent, in the shadow of the Himalayas. But we were scattered by warlords who claimed dominion over our lands. We had no choice but to wander, across river and desert, across jungle and sea, serving as tinkers and traders, as mendicants and minstrels.” 


“Yet you serve a king who lives for conquest,” the scholar countered.


“Ah yes, our beloved Rajendra. Long may he reign! Ten thousand years of life, as you Middle Kingdomers say! True, he’s a little violent, and maybe a tiny bit avaricious. And true, his campaigns have cost the lives of untold souls. But I cannot find it in my heart to hate him. He, too, is a wanderer; he wages his wars of glory but gives little thought as to how he will govern these distant lands. Like his forefather Alexander, he, too, is building an empire that may crumble in a heartbeat.” 


“And what of this campaign below the seas? Is it not pure folly?”


“Indeed. Alexander tried it, too, you know. A whale caught hold of his diving bell; it pulled him and his ship across the Mediterranean for a few leagues. Nothing of consequence! But a king’s curiosity must be quenched.”


“What I mean is, will it not destroy him?” 


“Nonsense. My chariot is sturdy as a fortress! I have poured all my knowledge of natural philosophy into its devising, from the hermetic cyphers of the Gnostics to the elixirs of the Taoists. Furthermore, I have read the lines of His Majesty’s palm and charted the stars of his birth. He is too young to drown, and too fortunate, and too royal.” 


Here, a silversmith refilled their goblets, and they nodded their thanks with vigour.


“Soon, I suspect the king’s attention will drift,” Mrigank continued. “He will express a wish to traverse the heavens, and for that we will have to build him an airship. Now that will be a sight for the ages!” 


They laughed, and the scholar slept that night hot-cheeked and contented, dreaming of crowned heads fluttering in the clouds.


The next day, Ratu scolded him for drinking. Despite his pleas, she refused to spare him from his chaperone duties, relenting only as they approached the shore, weary of his cries of pain at the merciless sunlight. In the floating market, she procured a bowl of gamey broth and deposited him in a canopied houseboat, where he was watched over by her friends as they wove mengkuang leaves into headdresses and garlands.


Once he had drained the bowl, he lay in the boat and shut his eyes. However, sleep eluded him. He could do nothing but feign unconsciousness, enduring the drone of the mosquitoes, the incessant babbling of the women.


“How many months, little sister?” 


“An eternity already.”


“Does her husband know?”


“Yes, but what can he do? He lives off the fat of the Chola sailors, roasting their boar meat, brewing their beer. He is too greedy to take revenge.”


“Nor should he! In a few weeks, he will have a strong hairy, half-breed son!”


A burst of high-pitched laughter. An idiom or proverb he could not comprehend.


“But will the father claim his child?” 


“I doubt it.”


“I hear he has a wife waiting on the isle of Lanka, and another in the Laccadives.”


“No!”


“I hear he is leaving tomorrow.” 


“Say more!”


“His captain has lost faith in the king. A foolish dreamer, he says, who seeks glory in the mouths of whales. They set sail at dawn.” 


“I cannot believe it.”


“Oh, I believe it. You see how the market has dwindled? You see how the virgins no longer fear to tread the shores?” 


“The Cholas have lost heart then.” 


“They are going home? Good! The island shall be ours again.” 


“What shall we wear to the farewell party?” 


He decided he must join the conversation now. He would arise, shock the women with his mastery over their tongue. But his body defied him: just as stubbornly as it had resisted sleep, it now succumbed without warning to darkness, to dreams of aloneness, where he wandered an interminable desert, friendless and plagued by thirst.


He was groggy-headed for the rest of the day and wakeful the rest of the night. Finally, he abandoned the suffocating hole of his cabin, groping his way upwards to the crisp air of the open deck. It was a new moon. All the stars appeared to be hidden by cloud cover. The only lights were the distant fires of the neighbouring ships and the shifting lanterns of the prowlers. He stayed there, listening to the susurrus of the waves and the calls of the guards and nocturnal seabirds till the sky began to glow with tinges of lapis.


He saw them, then. Emerging from the same door of the yacht: Ratu and Rajendra Chola. He had not known that she administered her medicine to royalty. That was a privilege indeed, to be given the same care as a king. She bowed her farewell, then disappeared behind a veil of rigging, scurrying towards her quarters, or perhaps to the galleys, where they would be cooking breakfast.


Against the rising plumes of dawn, he watched the king perform a sacred rite: a cycle of slow, contemplative prostrations, elongating and collapsing the arc of his torso and limbs, saluting the emerging disc of the sun. This was the sacred art of yoga, Mrigank had told him. An act of yoking one’s body to one’s spirit, taught by priests to only the highest of princes. His Majesty had performed such trials daily since his boyhood, together with cycles of deep meditation, guided by the monks of Nalanda and Jambi.


What a king this was. His mind was strong. His body was strong.


Yet the women had spoken truly. In the pale light of morning, he could see how the ships in the harbour had been diminished, numbering far fewer than on the day he first sought refuge on this isle. What sort of king was this, if he could not even hold his subjects at his side?
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Finally, the great day had come. The submersible hung from the side of the ship, secured to the hull with an iron chain, plated in burnished gold. It was a confounding structure, with no semblance whatsoever to a chariot except in its size. Composed of great panes of turquoise glass, it was long and globed and seamed with a patchwork of solder, so that it brought to mind a cracked tea egg, laid perhaps by some gargantuan relative of the phoenix.


The scholar had received a new set of clothes to mark the day of the launch: a veshti of red cotton, spun so finely it felt like silk. He was curious to behold the preparatory ceremonies, but knew, from Mrigank’s advice, that he would not be able to bear the hours of standing still, enduring the endless blessings of myriad rishis and shamans. He stayed belowdecks instead, listening to the blare of the kombu and the beating of the udukai to the drone of prayers.


It was well past noon when Ratu made her signal. He hobbled up the steps, only to find the deck thronged with spectators: admirals and generals, chieftains and nobles, clustered close to where the submersible was about to be lowered into the sea. He could only see the remnants of marigolds strewn on the timbers, smell the scent of burnt ghee and sacred ashes, hear the mutterings of anticipation, not only from the men around him, but from the ships that had gathered, each brimming with crewmen, all eager to witness the moment of descent.


There was the blast of a horn. A clank and a squeal, perhaps of the submersible’s hatch screwing shut, perhaps of the chain being winched into the depths. He craned his neck, fruitlessly, dwarfed by men greater than he. A colossal thump, and a liquid drumbeat. That must have been the vessel making contact with the water. What sound would it make when the waves closed over its roof?


He stood and waited. The spectators were now silent, so that all that could be heard was the long groaning creak of the chain and the calls of the passing seabirds. He wondered what the king saw from within his glass chamber. Could he even see at all, enclosed by darkness? Had he thought to bring a lantern? And how must it feel, to be alone in a prison of glass and gold, plunging into the unknown for no purpose but the pursuit of glory? And if he were to perish within that shell—a treacherous thought—who would command this assembled empire? Had he appointed a regent? Might war not break out between the gathered ships, with each captain wrestling for a fragment of the throne?


Surely he was not the only one here whose thoughts had drifted to such dark places. Indeed, a tide of chatter had risen in the absence of the ruler. It would take so little for an accident to happen—a loosened pane of glass, a single weak link in that golden chain—and anarchy would be loosed upon this kingless world. Moreover, this was the sea: a zone of monsters and grotesques. If careless human hands had not failed them, what wanton mischief might nature yet wreak?


A grinding jolt. He reeled and fell to his feet.


No one lent him a hand to rise. But then, no one else had fallen. Some cast pitying glances upon him as he lay at their feet. He realised it had been the smallest of shocks; nothing compared to the mighty yaws and pitches of the ship during the monsoon storms. Still, the atmosphere had changed: a hush had fallen once again. It was only when the cranking began anew that he understood that the chain had reached its limit.


The expedition to the depths was over. Now the king would return to his kingdom.


An eternity passed as the engineers reeled in the submersible. The sun, once lofty in the heavens, had now begun to lower and pinken amidst the orchid sky. The scholar had, of course, by now clambered back to his feet, only to find himself missing the comfort of being sprawled on the floor. The courtiers seemed just as impatient. True, some disaster might yet befall them, but the tension of the moment had lifted. All that remained was to hear the royal report of this valiant voyage.


Indeed, perhaps the king was bored himself, walled up in that crystal dome, with no companion with whom to share his wit and wisdom. Or else he might be spending his time beneath, hatching a plan of war. Had he not imagined an invasion of this watery domain? Had he not desired to reign over an empire that not only stretched across oceans but encompassed them?


There was a cry, a scramble of feet and voices in the distance, then a simple chant: “One, two, three,” followed by a groan of collective industry. The submersible must have broken the water’s surface; its weight was no longer buoyed up by the sea, so a tug-of-war team of sailors had been enlisted to retrieve its passenger. The crowd, stirred awake now, pressed itself ever closer starboard, eager to hear the king’s declarations of triumph as he emerged from his vessel.


But what were they whispering? Urgent, worried phrases were pulsing through the crowd in every language of the empire. The utterances overlapped, blending into a singular cacophony, so that he could not grasp their meaning till a chieftain’s headdress shifted and he caught sight of the submersible, fully risen, but gaping with an open hatch.


“Where is the king?”


“Where is the king?!”


They said it in Kannada. They said it in Odia. They said it in Sinhalese.


“Order!” cried one of the ministers. But his voice was drowned out in the hubbub, as hands gripped sabres, cutlasses, spears.


This was how he would meet his end, then. In the midst of a fractured foreign kingdom. He was no one’s enemy, but his brittle body would be crushed to dust in any melee. He stilled his heart and whispered a prayer of redemption to anyone, anything that might save him— 


Then the unthinkable happened. The waters beneath them exploded, sending the ship tumbling to its side. From the foam rose a massive beast, large as twin oxen, body as sleek as jade, face like a whiskerless dragon, borne upon a pair of thunderous wings. Clinging to the deck among countless courtiers, similarly collapsed with amazement, the scholar could only gape at this monstrosity as it soared above them, dangling its cloven limbs, emanating a musk of benzoin incense. Then, with an ear-splitting screech, it flung itself to the opposite end of the vessel and cantered away upon the glassy plain on the sea.


“Praise Buddha,” he mumbled, teeth chattering in his skull. “Ten thousand years.”


Around him, on every ship, sailors and soldiers were uttering similar orisons and tributes. For in that moment of terror, all had witnessed a wondrous miracle.


Mounted against the mane of that unearthly creature had been the crowned figure of Rajendra Chola.


The king had returned.


The king was alive.


The king was victorious.
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There was a feast that night, with roasted junglefowls, curried pomfret, saffron rice and endless pitchers of wine. The natives had been preparing it for weeks—hunting game and fattening livestock—to celebrate the joyous occasion of the king’s tour of the depths. Yet there was an air of distraction to the festivities. The crewmen ate hurriedly, and the musicians played only the most perfunctory of melodies. The scholar soon found himself alone on deck, sucking the spiced marrow from the bones of their abandoned meals.


Wandering the ship, he came across the king. He was seated beneath a paper lantern, wrapped in a leopard skin, gazing out at the shimmer of the stars in the black tides. He appeared shrunken, haggard, with a bluish pallor to his complexion and a silvery sparseness to his hair. When he noticed the scholar, he smiled and the curl of his lips crinkled every line in his face.


“My slave,” he said, and his voice was hoarse and cracked and whistling. “Indeed, it was as you foretold. I saw many, many fish.” 


He shut his yellowed eyes and spoke no more. How strange, the scholar thought as he retreated to his cabin, to think that he had beheld this same man but hours ago, triumphant astride a winged steed.


He was none the wiser till the morrow, when he accompanied Ratu on her daily visit to the mainland. The ship had been docked by now, along with most of the remaining fleet, and the harbour was all abuzz with sailors and stevedores, swearing oaths and loading cargo. Still, Ratu navigated between the tall keels with her sampan, rowing them eastward till they came across a group of workmen clustered on a promontory on the left bank of the river mouth.


Overseeing them was Mrigank. “My friend!” he called out. Ratu steered their craft closer to the worksite so that the scholar might disembark.


“What new enterprise is this?” 


“It is the king’s bidding. What else do we do but the king’s bidding?” The alchemist laughed and gestured to the workmen, who were chiselling letters into the sandstone block. “He has commanded us to erect a monument, commemorating his odyssey below the waves.” 


The scholar gazed at the carved words.


“What is written here?”


“Ah! Here,” Mrigank jutted out a fluttering finger, “we detail how he witnessed the manifold works of Brahma’s creation: makaras and leviathans, turtles and squid. Here, we state how he encountered a land, wherein stood a vast, capital city, fortressed and turreted, populated by a race of men, countless in their numbers and in their form unlike any touched by the rays of the sun. Here, we explain how they bowed before him and made him their prince, and wedded him to their emperor’s daughter, who bore him three strong sons in three years—” 


“But the king was gone for no more than three hours.” 


“Watch your words, my friend. We write only the truth. For what else might a king decree to be written, other than the solemnest truth?” He lowered his voice, though as far as the scholar knew, none else in their company spoke Minnan. “It is a sad thing when a crown must sit on an unsound mind. Sadder still that my horoscopes did not foresee this.” 


There was a silence between the two, and all that could be heard was the crashing of waves and the clink of the stonemasons’ tools, chipping away at the rock.


“What of the beast of the oceans?” the scholar finally said.


“You mean the wild horse? The minister lured it to shore with a mare in heat.”


“But it had wings. It flew. It trod the waters. Perhaps this was a magical stallion, gifted to him by those below?” 


“There are many varieties of horse, and this one, I fear, was a monster. We had to rescue the king from his mount. He dared not even stay the creature to hunt it as trophy, but let it dive back into the oceans once it had tired of its rut. You have seen him?” 


The scholar nodded slowly.


“Then you will know he is in poor health. Whatever took place in the depths has dealt him a great blow. I fear there will be no further royal caprices to record. No matter. His glory shall be preserved in this monument, which His Majesty has commanded to stand until the last days of the Kali Yuga, when Kalki brings an end to this degenerate age and Harihara dissolves the cosmos. We must say goodbye, lovely one.” 


Mrigank spoke these last words in the native tongue of the island. The scholar was confounded, then realised they were not addressed to him, but to Ratu, who had moored the boat and come between them. She thanked the alchemist with the briefest of nods, then stepped forward to examine the royal monument.


“Are you leaving?” the scholar asked.


“You have not heard? We are all leaving. Another order from the king.” Mrigank pointed to the ships of the Chola fleet, nestled like a brace of ducklings in the harbour. “We have spent far longer than we reckoned on the island of Temasek.” 


“Where are we headed?”


“To civilisation! To the portside taverns of Nagapattinam, to the palaces of Thanjavur and the rising foundations of Gangaikonda Cholapuram. I promise to show you the granite gopurams of Brihadisvara, the friezes of Tiruvalisvaram, the cave temples of Mamallapuram. And we shall be there soon, for we must leave before the monsoon winds change direction.” 


The scholar closed his eyes and tried to picture the land that Mrigank spoke of. Another journey in his twilight years, to the land of the Buddha in the distant west.


He had survived so much already. Surely, this too could be endured.
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Before the departure, he paid a visit to the cemetery grounds. Ratu had told him this was where his fellow exiles were buried, in a swampy clearing between the riverbanks and the hill. He had hoped to count their headstones, to know if he alone had been left behind to recount their ordeal. But there were no markers, no offerings of food or incense. Only the lush green of the tropical foliage. There had been fifty of them, or was it forty, or a hundred? He could not recall. He had lost their numbers as well as their names.


He chanted all he could remember of the Amitabha Sutra, pausing occasionally to brush insects from his clothing. Then he walked back to the beach, unguided, unaided. He had come to know the terrain of this island intimately over the months, though he slept on its periphery. It was as Mrigank had said. This no-man’s-land had become, if not a home, then something like it.


Ratu was waiting for him on the riverbanks, together with most of the natives. They had packed their belongings into their houseboats and had set a course for their next destination. This was how they had lived for generations, roaming the tides, reaping the bounty of the seas and the isles that embellished them, occasionally thriving on the foolishness of navies who claimed their conquest.


“Look,” Ratu said when she saw him. “You almost missed the king’s ship.”


He followed her gaze across the waters. Amidst the forest of masts that rose across the horizon was the familiar outline of the royal yacht. He wondered what the king had said when Mrigank delivered the news: that his Chinese slave, his curious favourite, had breathed his last on the mainland. Probably nothing. Old men were by nature perishable, and a king would have more pressing matters of governance to attend to than a missing slave.


Now the last of the ships was vanishing below the golden skyline, and the natives were leaving, forming a procession to board their own boats.


“Help me, grandfather,” Ratu said, offering her hand. And the scholar noticed for the first time how she walked with caution, that as the evening breeze blew, her bark-cloth robe pressed against the swollen globe of her belly.


“Is it the king’s?” he asked.


“Of course it is mine,” she replied. And he remembered that in the language of the sea people, there was no distinction between the words for king and queen.


They stood before the boats. Hers was larger than the others, he noticed. And as the moon rose above them, a woman from the market held up an elaborate headdress, woven from mengkuang leaves. Those around them bowed as Ratu accepted her crown.


The scholar hesitated to board. He had not thought he would be so faithless in his last years. Already, he had switched his allegiance from one empire to another. Did he now dare accept the refuge of yet another empress?


“Please come,” Ratu’s voice called from the darkness of her houseboat.


“Forgive me,” he said. “I have grown fond of this island. I must take a moment to bid it farewell.”


“Then do not grieve.”


The surf rolled in, covering his sandy feet.


“For all this is ours. And one day, we shall return.”
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