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Prologue





  
  
    1851
  

  Shiv Nadir was not an evil man, at least not by nature. He came from a good Tamil family, had received some formal education at an English school in Madras,[1] and had worked in the office of the Glasgow firm of McIvor Fraser as an administrative assistant. His family had arranged his marriage, but he had loved his wife, a dark-haired and passionate beauty. She had not loved him, but had directed her passion to his younger brother, who was tall, muscular and handsome, while Shiv was short, thin and bookish. Yet Shiv Nadir had found his strength when he discovered them in his bed one day, having returned from work with a sick stomach. He had taken up the curry stone[2] from the kitchen and dashed their brains out upon the saffron sheets, splashing their bright red blood across the whitewashed walls. When his pregnant wife died, his unborn child had died with her. 

  Shiv Nadir had been sentenced to life imprisonment for the murder. Yet his real punishment was expatriation. He was sent across the kala pani – the black water – in a jeta junaza – a living tomb – to a faraway land that he had heard about only in shipping schedules. He was dead to his former life, defiled and excommunicated from his caste. When he arrived in Singapore he was taken to the Bras Basah jail,[3] a brick building that had been built in 1841 by the convicts themselves, under the supervision of Captain Henry Man, then superintendent of convicts. Shiv Nadir was registered, bathed and numbered, and inspected by the prison doctor. His own clothes were taken away and fumigated and he was issued with a set of prison overalls. His few possessions, including a small amount of money, were taken from him. He was issued a receipt and advised that they would be returned to him when he had earned his entitlement, which normally took two years, so long as he did not prove recalcitrant, in which case he would be reduced to a lower class. 

   

  ***

   

  She was sixteen years old when she arrived in Peking[4] with her mother. They had travelled by barge to the capital from Wuhu, on the lower reaches of the Yangtze River. Her father, a captain in the Blue Bordered Banner regiment, had died the previous year, and they were going to live with her uncle Mu-fan, an official in the Imperial Board of Works. The sight of the capital city on the low plain took her breath away. Imposing battlements fringed the towering forty-foot walls that ran sixteen miles around the square enclosure of the outer city, with massive roofed towers at each corner, and elaborate fortified gates. As with other major cities in China, there was another inner walled city, the Tartar city, reserved exclusively for the Manchu conquerors. The Chinese city, which lay between the outer walls and the Tartar city, was laid out in a grid, and composed entirely of single-floor dwellings, so that nobody could look down from an upper story if the Emperor happened to pass beneath. Within the Tartar city was the Imperial City, a fifteen-hundred-acre enclosure that housed the administrative offices of the Celestial Empire, and within the Imperial City, the purple walls and golden rooftops of the Forbidden City. At the centre of the Forbidden City, amid the elaborate palaces, temples, courtyards and gardens, lay the Dragon Throne, the centre of the Earth under Heaven, the throne to which the Qing Emperor Hsien Feng had ascended the previous year. 

  She was exquisitely beautiful. She was no more than five feet tall, with a perfectly proportioned body and dainty feet. Her face was round like the moon and her skin was soft and lustrous, without blemish, with dark brown eyes, soft red lips and jet-black hair – a classical beauty that made her the envy of her female relations and friends. She had a quick wit and wicked humour, and her voice was soft and sensual, like liquid velvet. 

  Her name was Yehonala. She was named after her clan, the Yeho-Nala, who were the last tribe to be subdued by the Manchu armies of the great warlord Nurhachi, before he declared war upon the Ming Empire in the early seventeenth century. When that long war had finally ended, Nurhachi’s son Dorgun proclaimed the Mandate of Heaven for Shun-chih, the first Qing Emperor of China, in 1644. In that year of Manchu triumph, a marble tablet was discovered deep in the forests of Manchuria, the Manchu homeland. A prophecy was inscribed upon the tablet, which warned that if ever a Yeho-Nala female were to gain control of the fortunes of the Manchu, she would lead them to certain destruction. 

  

  
    
      	Present-day Chennai, capital of the Indian state of Tamil Nadu. ↵



      	Heavy stone used to grind herbs and spices. ↵



      	So called because it was located on Bras Basah Road, built over the Bras Basah stream, ‘bras basah’ meaning ‘wet rice’, because early traders used to unload their cargoes of wet rice on its banks to dry. ↵



      	Present-day Beijing. ↵
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Map of Singapore, circa 1852-1869
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    1852
  

  There were five classes of Indian convicts in the Bras Basah jail. The first class of prisoners comprised those who had demonstrated their trustworthiness and received conditional tickets of leave. They were allowed to work in their trades or professions outside of the jail, without supervision or interference, although they had to attend muster in the jail courtyard on the first of the month, and advise the superintendent of convicts of their work and home addresses. Some of the convicts lived by themselves or with their wives and families in huts they were allowed to erect outside the walls of the jail; others lived in the houses in which they worked as servants, or in the merchant godowns[1] where they worked as clerks or night guards. Their tickets of leave could be revoked if there were any complaints or trouble, but there were seldom any complaints or trouble. 

  The second class comprised those who had demonstrated sufficient trustworthiness to be allowed out to work in government offices or hospitals during the day, or serve as petty officers in the jail. The first superintendent of convicts, Lieutenant Chester of the 23rd Bengal Light Infantry, had quickly found that the well-behaved prisoners made far better warders than the police peons who had been assigned to him, two of whom he had been forced to prosecute for theft and the attempted rape of a female convict. Thus, the prisoners in effect became their own warders,[2] although a British overseer always supervised them. As with convicts of the first class, the status of the second class was contingent on their continued good behaviour, but there was little trouble from them – they received three dollars[3] a month in pay, which was more than many police peons and most labourers and stevedores received. Whether warders or public servants, they were allowed out of the jail after six in the evening, although they had to attend muster every morning at eight.

  The third class comprised those who had successfully completed their probationary period and were allowed to work as labourers on the roads and public works. They were also instructed in various trades and professions: they were trained as carpenters, stone masons, bricklayers, brick-makers and tile-makers, cement and lime burners, quarrymen, blacksmiths, cattleman, slaters, painters, wheel-rights, coopers, plumbers, basket-makers, tailors, shoemakers, gardeners and boatmen, and some as medical orderlies, clerks and accountants. Volunteers from the community taught some of the convicts, but others were taught by convicts who had earlier served in these trades or professions, and who had worked out their probation in this fashion. Thus, the prisoners became their own teachers as well as their own warders. After work they were allowed out until six in the evening, and were assigned one rupee per month condiment[4] money, to supplement their basic food ration of rice, vegetables and fish. Some of the convicts who worked on the roads or hill-stations were housed in temporary buildings outside of the town, in ‘command’ stations supervised by those who had attained the status of petty officers. Their rations were sent out to them once a month, on which day they had to pass muster before a visiting British officer. 

  The fourth class of convicts comprised the newly arrived, those demoted from the upper classes because of bad behaviour, or promoted from the fifth class because of good behaviour. During their probationary period, they were kept in light double-leg irons. They were not allowed out of the jail, but were allowed to cook their own food. 

  The fifth class comprised those judged too dangerous to be given any degree of freedom, including those demoted from the higher classes for violent behaviour. They were kept in heavy leg and wrist irons, and only allowed out of their cells to work menial tasks, such as pounding and cleaning rice, or beating out coir[5] from the rough husk of coconuts, to be used in the production of mats and sacking. They were not allowed to cook their own food, but had it delivered from the convict mess. If they served two years of exemplary behaviour they could be promoted to the higher classes, although few managed to rise above the fourth or third class. The most difficult and recalcitrant cases were given one to six dozen lashes of the cat o’ nine tails whenever they engaged in violent or criminal acts. These were delivered on their bare buttocks in the presence of the medical officer and the other inmates. 

  There was also a sixth class of invalids and superannuated prisoners who were too weak or too old to do anything other than light work, and who were employed as sweepers, country night-watchmen or latrine attendants. The female convicts were kept in a separate wing under the supervision of a matron and were not allowed contact with the male prisoners, although by wile and guile contacts were often made. The youngest convicts were also kept apart from the rest, and were organized into special work gangs supervised by a petty officer. 

   

  ***

   

  Shiv Nadir was placed in the fourth class when he arrived in Singapore. At first, he behaved like a somnambulant. He ate, drank and followed orders like any good prisoner, but did not seem to care about anything, not even whether he lived or died. Yet although he wore a heavy cloak of misery because of the bright future he had lost, he was an intelligent and strong-willed man, and as the days passed into weeks and the weeks passed into months, he began to observe those around him and see new possibilities in this mysterious new world. He was a stranger in a strange land, but this enabled him to have new dreams, and one day he threw off his cloak of misery and grasped his destiny in his own two hands. 

  

  
    
      	Warehouse or other storage space, usually on a dockside. ↵



      	After the book of the same title, Prisoners Their Own Warders (1899), authored by Major John McNair, the fifth superintendent of convicts in Singapore. ↵



      	Spanish dollars, the primary currency in Singapore at the time. ↵



      	Spices used to flavour their food. ↵



      	Fiber from the outer husk of the coconut. ↵
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  Yehonala lived with her mother in her uncle’s courtyard house within the Tartar City, comprising a series of pavilions that lay behind the high outer and windowless walls that faced the street, within which was a central courtyard planted with bamboo and willow. She became friends with her cousin Sakota, who was the same age as Yehonala, and fell in love with another cousin, the dark and handsome Jung Lu, who was a cadet at the Military Academy. Her future had seemed bright and cloudless and open horizoned, but now, one year since she had travelled from Wuhu to Peking, great iron gates closed before and behind her. She was summoned to the Forbidden City, having been informed by the Imperial couriers that she was one of the sixty virgins who had been selected as potential consorts for the Son of Heaven. 

  If she was surprised, she did not show it – she had been trained to always display a public face of passive humility and obedience. And it was not surprising that she had been chosen. There were many girls from the Yeho-Nala clan on the lists of eligible Manchu virgins that had been drawn up that year; since the time of the great warlord Nurhachi, the Imperial Manchu family had taken their first wives from the clan, in order to reinforce the relationship between the two most powerful northern dynasties. Yehonala’s older cousin, the Empress Xiao De Xian, had been selected as the first wife of the Emperor Hsien Feng, but had died childless three years earlier. Now that the mandatory mourning period following the death of the old Emperor Tao Kwang had ended, an Imperial decree had gone out to Manchu officials throughout the kingdom to draw up lists of eligible Manchu maidens, based upon their ancestry, astrological projections, beauty and character. 

   

  ***

   

  On the appointed day, Yehonala was carried through the streets in an enclosed palanquin,[1] dressed in the best robes and jewellery her uncle could provide. The thick white powder that covered her face masked the mixed emotions she felt, and her lips were reddened into a public smile. She was proud to have been chosen as a potential consort of the Emperor, but heart-broken that she was forsaking her beloved Jung Lu. They made slow progress, but eventually arrived at the Tien An Men, the Gate of Heavenly Peace, where Imperial edits were lowered down to officials in the mouth of a golden phoenix from the great towers above the gate. They passed through the Tien An Men to the open plaza beyond the Meridian Gate, the formal entrance to the Forbidden City, where the Emperor announced the names of the successful candidates in the civil service examinations, and proclaimed the calendar prepared by the royal astrologers for each new year. Yehonala descended from the palanquin to the plaza, and sent the servants back to her uncle’s house. There she waited patiently while the other girls arrived. Like Yehonala, they were arrayed in all their finery, with powdered faces and painted smiles. Before her lay the palaces, temples and courtyards of the Forbidden City. 

  Zhu Di, the fourth son of the first Ming Emperor Chu Yuan-chang, had built the Forbidden City in the early fifteenth century, when he had decided to transfer his capital from Nanking[2] to Peking. The main buildings were laid out in a north-south axis between 1410 and 1420, and over one hundred thousand craftsmen and over a million labourers were employed in their construction. The spectacularly carved palaces and temples were built entirely of wood, their walls bright vermillion[3] and their roofs ablaze with yellow-glazed tiles. White marble bridges, staircases and balustrades sparkled in the sunshine and moonlight, emblazoned with royal dragons and phoenixes. The white marble was quarried in Fanshan, close by the city, and the roof tiles and paving bricks were produced locally, but the timber came from as far away as the southwestern provinces and northeastern forests, and sometimes took as long as four years to reach the capital. Over the centuries many of the original buildings had succumbed to fire and been rebuilt, and huge bronze and iron vats filled with water – heated in winter to prevent freezing – were distributed throughout the Forbidden City, to ensure a ready supply of water in case of future fires.

  In the courtyard beyond the Meridian Gate, where Yehonala now stood, five marble bridges curved over the River of Golden Water, which was fed from the northeast corner of the city moat. Beyond these marble bridges lay the Gate of Supreme Harmony, guarded by giant bronze lions, which opened out onto the massive Supreme Harmony Square, laid with fifteen layers of bricks, to prevent intruders from tunnelling into the Forbidden City. At the northern end of the square, aligned along the north-south axis, were the three Harmony Halls, of Supreme, Complete and Preserving Harmony, which stood upon a three-tiered marble terrace. The three halls supported elaborately carved balustrades, and were emblazoned with over a thousand elaborately carved dragonheads, which also served as drains during heavy rains. 

  

  
    
      	Covered litter for one passenger, consisting of a large box carried on two horizontal poles by four or six bearers. ↵



      	Present-day Nanjing. ↵



      	Brilliant red or scarlet pigment. ↵
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  As yet, Yehonala knew little of what lay beyond the Gate of Supreme Harmony, other than the stories she had heard from her cousin Sakota, who had heard them from her elder sister, Empress Xiao De Xian, the former first wife of the Emperor Hsien Feng. She stood with her cousin and the other Manchu virgins as the early morning sun shone down and sparkled upon the white marble staircases and bridges. Then a group of palace eunuchs, clothed in grey robes and blue coats, crossed over the bridges and led them westward to the Nei Wu Fu Pavilion, which housed the offices of the Imperial Household Department. The pavilion was hung with banners and lanterns, and furnished with sumptuous furniture and ornate statuary. 

  Presently the Emperor Hsien Feng entered and was enthroned, although he took no part in the proceedings. The Manchu girls were selected and ranked by Xiao Jing Chen, the Dowager Empress, the first wife of the former emperor Tao Kwang, on the advice of the Chief Eunuch, An Te-hai, who had followed the Emperor into the Pavilion. The girls were presented to the Dowager Empress in turn, after which tea was served, while the Dowager Empress carefully observed their ritual deportment. Yehonala was ecstatic when she was invited to join the Emperor’s table for dinner, but her pretty smiles and witty repartee were wasted on him. Hsien Feng sat pale faced and listless all evening, stroking his thin moustache, seemingly oblivious to the chatter around the table. He hardly ate anything, and pointedly ignored the Dowager Empress at times. Was it sickness, boredom, wine or opium, Yehonala wondered to herself? 

   

  ***

   

  The Dowager Empress and An Te-hai were critical of this brood of Manchu virgins, and none of the twenty-eight selected from the sixty aspirants were assigned to the first class of concubine. Yehonala was glad to have been chosen, but deeply disappointed and humiliated by her relegation to the third class – only one rank above the lowest fourth class. Her cousin Sakota had been selected for the second class, and Yehonala knew that she was more beautiful and intelligent than her cousin. She supposed it was because her cousin was the sister of the Emperor’s first wife, and she was grateful to have at least one friend in what was to all intents and purposes a gilded prison. The girls who had been chosen were now bound to live within the walls of the Forbidden City until they died, whether or not they were ever chosen for the Emperor’s bed.

  Yehonala knew that if she was to escape a life of lonely misery, she had to achieve three goals. She had to gain access to the Emperor’s bed, she had to captivate him and be raised to the rank of first concubine, and she had to produce a son.

   

  ***

   

  The method by which the Son of Heaven chose his first wife and consorts was simple and energetic. The eastern ‘heated chamber’ of the Hall of Mental Cultivation was the Emperor’s lavish bedroom, ablaze with yellow silk sheets and red banners. Every evening the Emperor turned over one of the hundreds of jade plaques that lay on an ivory table at his bedside, which bore the names of the concubines of all four classes. The girl who was chosen for that evening was carried in a red silk sheet on the back of a eunuch and deposited naked on the stone flagstones at the foot of the Emperor’s bed, at the optimal hour for intimacy determined by the court astrologers. Then she would crawl across the bed and submit herself to the divine will of the Celestial Prince, and his all too human perversions. As he worked his way up and down the female hierarchy, the Emperor would select those who were most pleasing to him and those who were judged most likely to produce sons – one of whom would emerge and display his dragon power as Hsien Feng’s rightful successor and eventual possessor of All Under Heaven.
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    1853
  

  Habib Noh bin Muhammad Al-Habshi was a majdhub.[1] Habib Noh’s ancestors were from Hadramaut[2] and he was a direct descendant of the prophet Muhammad. According to legend, he was born aboard a ship travelling from Palembang to Penang during a storm, and his father named him ‘Noh’ in honour of the prophet Noh[3] when the sea calmed after his birth. Habib Noh lived in Penang for some thirty years before travelling to the newly established settlement of Singapore in 1819, at the invitation of Habib Salim bin Abdullah Ba Samuyr, a Naqshbandi sufi.[4] A deeply religious man, Habib Noh would spend whole nights in prayer and contemplation, often on the hill overlooking Telok Ayer Bay known as Mount Palmer. He was esteemed by the Muslim community as a saint and a healer, and was known to have a great love of children. 

   

  ***

   

  Habib Noh was in the habit of walking by the shops that lined the streets around the Sultan’s compound at Kampong Glam,[5] usually followed by a crowd of young children. He would tell them magical stories and relate religious parables, and they loved him as he loved them. Without warning, he would suddenly enter one of the shops and gather up all the money from the cash drawer, then throw it out to the children waiting in the street. The Arab shopkeepers did not protest, for they knew he was a holy man and mystic and that their businesses would prosper because of their service to the servant of God. 

  The Chinese and Indian shopkeepers who also plied their trade in Kampong Glam did not quite see it that way. In times past they had complained to Governor Bonham, who had had Habib Noh arrested and placed in jail. But Habib Noh was an awliya – a friend of God – and was not bound by the laws of man or nature. Within a few hours he would be seen again on the streets of Kampong Glam, and every time he was arrested and placed behind bars, he would reappear again on the streets a few hours later. Some Europeans who witnessed these miraculous escapes were so impressed that they converted to Islam. Habib Noh would receive them into his home, where they would recite the two declarations of the Islamic faith. 

   

  ***

   

  It was said of Habib Noh that he would often bid farewell to pilgrims in Singapore embarking on their Haj[6] to Mecca, who were amazed when they found him waiting to greet them on arrival in Jeddah, then were amazed again when he was there to welcome them home when they arrived back safely in Singapore. 

  

  
    
      	One who undergoes the divine attraction. ↵



      	Present-day Yemen. ↵



      	Noah. ↵



      	A major Sunni spiritual order of Sufism. ↵



      	Kampong (meaning village in Malay) named after the Glam tree, whose resin was used for caulking ships, and whose leaves were used for medicinal oil. ↵



      	Pilgrimage to Mecca, which every adult Muslim is required to make at least once in their lifetime. ↵
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  Yehonala quickly identified the two sources of power within the Forbidden City. The first was the Dowager Empress Xiao Jing Chen, who, although she was unlikely to help her gain access to the Emperor’s bed, could easily make difficulties by relegating her to the role of servant or by raising objections to her elevation. She discovered that the Dowager Empress loved poetry and painting, in which Yehonala had some skill, and was prone to flattery. Yehonala was careful to compliment the Dowager Empress on her work while modestly disparaging her own considerable artistic achievements, which the Dowager Empress honestly admired. 

  The second was the palace eunuchs, especially the ruling elite, but they were a far tougher nut to crack. They had dominated the politics of the Forbidden City since the time of the Ming dynasty, whose rulers they had emasculated to the point that the Celestial Kingdom had become, in the words of one sage mandarin, an ‘apple ready for plucking’ by the Manchu. Shun Chih, the first Qing Emperor, had recognized the danger they posed to the new dynasty. Yet he and his successors were helpless in the face of the ingrained cultural mores that required the Emperor to remain aloof from his subjects, and mandated that the Celestial Prince maintain a large harem to satisfy his superhuman sexual needs. A Son of Heaven could not tolerate the presence of other males living in the Forbidden City – males who might pollute the Manchu maidens, and sire illegitimate sons and daughters that might be passed off as Imperial offspring. So the eunuchs had remained and retained their powers. 

   

  ***

   

  Becoming a eunuch was a painful and hazardous career choice for a young man. Before the operation the patient’s stomach and thighs were tightly bandaged, and his genitalia washed in a solution of hot pepper to anaesthetize them. While attendants held his arms and legs, the physician sliced off both penis and scrotum with a razor-sharp curved blade, then washed and bandaged the wound. If the operation was a success, the wound would heal within a hundred days. If it was not, the man would die within a few days in excruciating pain. It was a risk, but for many young men it was a risk worth taking, given the potential rewards if they were accepted for service in the Forbidden City. In past centuries the mortality rate was extremely high – at least half would die in agony from the operation – but the professional castrators in the Imperial City had turned the surgery into a fine art, so that by the reign of Hsien Feng most operations were successful. The surgeons preserved the eunuch’s organs – their ‘precious’ – in airtight jars, which were kept as proof of castration. When a eunuch died, his precious was buried with him to fool the gods that he was a whole man. 

  The eunuchs were chosen as palace servants not only because they posed no sexual threat, but also because it was believed that as a result of their operation they would be deprived of their masculine yang principle, and become as docile and submissive as wives were supposed to be because of their feminine yin principle. Yet this proved to be no truer for the eunuchs than it was for Yehonala, who had to compete hard to match their selfish determination. The eunuchs were despised by the nobility, the artisans and even by the peasantry, who mocked their glossy fat bodies, mincing gait and high falsetto voices, and called them ‘crows’ or ‘foxes’. They were banned from major religious rituals and prohibited from ancestor worship, and received only a small allowance. Yet they were allowed to impose a tax – or ‘squeeze’ – on the precious metals, timber, livestock, household furnishings, rice and grain that were delivered in tribute to the Emperor each year, and to control the amount of tax they imposed, which was sometimes as high as thirty percent. Some of the eunuchs accumulated great wealth, for their opportunities for bribery and corruption were almost limitless, since they were also effectively their own police. They formed themselves into a self-supporting, self-protecting, self-serving hierarchical inner society that worked subtly to control and bend the Emperor to their will. 

  In this endeavour the eunuchs had all the advantages of their despised class. The Emperor was isolated by his exalted rank from even his nobles and chief ministers, but not from the eunuchs who attended to his every bodily need, who fed him, bathed him, dressed him and gently directed his sexual education. Of necessity they became his intimates, then his confidants, then his counsellors. By the time that Yehonala was selected as concubine third class, the Chief Eunuch An Te-hai directed the life of the Emperor Hsien Feng like a hidden puppet-master. 

   

  ***

   

  Yehonala despised them also, but took very great care not to show it, always treating them with courtesy, consideration and calculation. She appealed to their vanity and comforted them with soothing words when they were troubled. She knew that the high-ranking eunuchs controlled access to the Emperor’s bedroom, the Jade Bedchamber, and she also knew that their co-operation did not come cheap. A very heavy bribe was required, but was no guarantee of access, since hundreds of girls vied for the same position, and many were richer than she. In any case they might take all of a girl’s money and then regret their inability to influence the Emperor. Yehonala and her sisters all dreaded the fate of the neglected concubine, doomed never to share the Emperor’s bed, doomed to remain forever a virgin and doomed to spend the rest of her days within the gilded prison of the Forbidden City. For these Manchu women were never allowed to leave the Forbidden City or to take other lovers or husbands. They all knew of the old maids who had lived there in miserable isolation for decades and were only waiting to die. Yehonala swore that it would never happen to her – she would find a way to the Emperor’s bed. She made a special effort to ingratiate herself with the Chief Eunuch An Te-hai, whom she knew held the key to the Jade Bedchamber. 

   

  ***

   

  And then what! Then she had to so sexually satiate the Emperor that he would desire no other, that he would want to spend every night with her and would want to give her a healthy Dragon boy. The sexual sages of the Han dynasty had taught that there was no substitute for sexual practice to attain mastery in the art of love, and the palace eunuchs had applied this wisdom in the sexual education of the Emperor himself, through secret visits to the city brothels. Yet this route was not open to Yehonala – she had to be a virgin when she shared the Dragon Bed with the Emperor. Yet those ancient sages reckoned without the vivid imagination of a strong-willed girl intent on sexual domination. Each evening as she lay in her bedchamber, in one of the small blue-tiled pavilions in the Hall of Preserved Elegance, Yehonala enacted in her mind and body the positions and movements described in the Secret Codes of the Jade Room, the Taoist sex-manual that she had brought with her from Wuhu. She rehearsed them over and over again, so that her brain and vaginal muscles remembered the beauty and poetry of the myriad love dances of men and women. With the man on top, she imagined the Flying Seagulls and Winding Dragons. With the man behind, she dreamed of the Jumping White Tiger and the Dark Cicada Cleaving to a Tree. With the woman on top, her riotous fantasy explored the Cat and Mouse in One Hole and the Fluttering Butterflies. When her imagination was exhausted, she exercised her vaginal muscles with the help of a polished jade stone, until they obeyed her every whim, and practiced the sexual artistry of lips, tongue and teeth on an ivory replica of the male sexual organ. When the time came, she would be ready. Oh, she would be ready!
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    1854
  

  ‘Bonjour, Madame Brown and Monsieur Thomas,’ said Monsieur Dutronquoy, as he greeted his clients and let them into his photographic studio at the London Hotel. Gaston Dutronquoy had recently expanded his service by offering coloured daguerreotypes,[1] which were far superior to regular daguerreotypes, especially for family photographs. ‘But is Monsieur Brown not joining you?’

  ‘I’m afraid he is too busy at work,’ Margaret Brown replied, although that was not the reason. Her husband Richard was not interested in having a family photograph taken with his wife and son – he had already had his own photograph taken with Thomas at Dutronquoy’s studio two weeks before. Margaret was furious when she had heard about this, and had wanted her own photograph taken with her son, and a photograph taken of her son without his father.

  ‘Ah, the pressure of business, the pressure of business,’ Dutronquoy replied, ‘but we will make some fine prints of mother and son that you will treasure when you are apart – I know that Monsieur Thomas is returning to England to attend military school. Oh, but he will miss our fine weather in Singapore!’ 

   

  ***

   

  Margaret Brown was the only child of a prosperous lawyer and his social climbing wife, who were intent on making a good marriage for her daughter. Mr and Mrs Charles Claridge had lived in a fine townhouse in Leicester; they had gone to Bath and Bristol in the seasons, and to Bournemouth for six weeks in the summer. Margaret had had many suitors, for she was a very attractive young woman, with dark hair and eyes, full red lips, and a figure that was the envy of her female friends and jealous competitors. She had had little need of her mother’s elaborate introductions and arranged meetings, and in any case, she had fallen deeply in love with Jonathan Barnes, the eldest son of Sir Gerald Barnes, a local landowner and country gentleman. Jonathan had sworn to her that he loved her like no other. They were meant for each other, he had said, like Odysseus and Penelope, and Aeneas and Lavinia.[2] Jonathan was in line to inherit his father’s estate on Sir Gerald’s death, and had plans to serve in the government; his father was the local member of parliament for Rutland, and Jonathan planned to succeed him. They had already decided to get married, and had been waiting for an opportune moment to announce their planned engagement to their parents. Margaret had wanted to do so immediately, but Jonathan had asked her to wait until his father recovered from an attack of gout that was causing him great discomfort. She had not minded. Her life stretched out before her like a wonderful dream – she had never wanted in life, and she never would once she was married to Jonathan. 

   

  ***

   

  Then one day she came home after meeting a friend for lunch in town and was surprised to find her father’s coat hanging on the stand in the hall. She had gone to the library to find him, because she assumed he had come home to consult the documents that he kept in his safe. Then she had smelt the burning powder in the still air, and knew he had shot himself. When she entered the library, Charles Claridge lay slumped over his desk, his brains blown out over his papers. That was what she remembered most vividly – the dark red stains on the white blotting paper. 

  After the coroner and undertaker had completed their business, her father’s partner Mr Edward Henderson explained the reason for his suicide and the tragedy of their present situation. Charles Claridge had been an obsessive gambler. He bet on the racetrack and the dog-track; he bet at cards, on the verdict of court cases and the outcome of foreign wars; and he had lost heavily. He had left them nothing but debts, and the family was ruined – they would be forced by their creditors to sell their house and all its fine furnishings. 

  Margaret was heartbroken at the death of her father. She had loved him dearly, and had many fond childhood memories of him, but deep in her heart was a creeping anger at what he had done to her and her mother and younger sister. Yet she had managed to keep her anger at bay with the comforting thought that Jonathan would put everything right as soon as they were married, and ensure that her mother and younger sister were decently provided for. 

  But Jonathan Barnes, the heir to the estate of Sir Gerald Barnes, had not called on her when he received news of her father’s death. He had not attended her father’s funeral. He had not read her letters, which were returned to her unopened. When she had visited Maudsley Hall, the family’s country seat, where she knew he was staying, she had been turned away by the doorman, who informed her with a supercilious sneer that the master wished him to inform her that she was not welcome at Maudsley Hall, on this day or any other day. She was not to bother him again. 

  

  
    
      	Early method of photography that produced images on a silver-coated copper plate, developed by the French artist Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre (1787-1851). ↵



      	Famous lovers in the Odyssey and Aeneid. ↵
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  When she returned home, her creeping anger towards her dead father had exploded into raging fury at Jonathan. He who had sworn he loved her like no other had rejected her because he did not want to be associated with the scandal of her father’s suicide and ruinous debts. She was dead to him now, she knew, in reality as dead as her father was to her. 

  But what was she to do? She had no profession, trade or resources. She still had her beauty, but she no longer had the good reputation she had once enjoyed. She had been raised to become a wife to a man of noble birth and wealth, and all her mother’s careful preparations for that day had come to naught. No man of noble birth and wealth would marry her now, and any man willing to take her as his wife would want nothing to do with her mother and younger sister. She felt helpless and betrayed, and her anger returned to her father’s selfish foolishness. 

  Then, in the depth of her despair, Margaret had received a visit from Richard Brown, the son of a local merchant who was also a partner in a London firm. She had dismissed his attentions before, for he was trade, and she, like her father and mother and younger sister, had despised trade – she had known she could do far better than that. But now she knew she had to cut her cloth to fit her present condition, so she allowed him to visit, to take her out to the theatre and for supper afterwards, and to walk with her unchaperoned in the park. When he had proposed marriage to her she had accepted, even though she did not love him. She had thought she cared for him, for he had agreed to settle her mother and sister in a cottage on the outskirts of Leicester and provide them with a modest annual allowance. He was well-enough off to afford that, he said, since he had recently been appointed assistant manager of his company’s offices in Singapore, for which city he was departing in four weeks’ time. 

  It was this that made up her mind to marry him, she decided, when she thought about it later. Her mother and sister were provided for, and she could escape the whispering gossips and the memory of what might have been. And, if truth be told, Richard had painted a pretty picture when he described the sparkling white mansions and green lawns, the servants and gardeners, and the midnight balls at Government House – set amid the traveller’s palms and the bright blanket of stars shining silver in the black velvet night. Although she was disappointed with the way things had turned out, she was excited by the prospect of life in the exotic East. 

  So, she had married Richard two weeks after he proposed to her, and they set out for Singapore two weeks later, after bidding a tearful farewell to her mother and sister. Yet she had found the reality of Singapore far less appealing than her dream. Margaret found the tropical heat oppressive, especially since she was expected to follow the men-folk in dressing as if she were attending an outdoor soiree on a cool autumn evening in England. She wore stockings and long dresses, starched blouses with long sleeves and tight collars, just as the men-folk dressed in dark suits, collars and ties, as if they were going to their offices in Leicester or London. The servants did everything – they dressed and undressed her, and did all the cooking – so there was little left for her to do but to attend the endless bridge and croquet parties with the other bored wives, to which she rode in an open gharry in the hot sun, as she gagged at the smell of the streets and the dust driven up by the pony’s hooves. The governor only rarely gave a ball, and it was the same old people at the same old dreary parties, where the men got drunk while the women talked about their bridge and croquet – and their children. 

  That had been her saving grace. Richard had proved to be a poor lover. She had lost her virginity in a gruff fumbling moment, and their sexual relations had gone downhill ever since. She wondered if Richard enjoyed the physical act at all, as men were supposed to do, or whether he thought of it simply as a duty required for the purpose of procreation, as she knew some preachers taught – although she had not heard this view advocated at the Mission Church, that cramped and ugly wooden edifice where they were forced to take Sunday services, while waiting for the new English church to be built. 

  But he had given her a son, Thomas, a beautiful boy who was her life and joy. She had refused a wet-nurse, and had provided his nourishment in the first glorious months of his life, when he had gurgled in contentment at her breast, and she had rejoiced in the pure joy of motherhood – for a while she had managed to banish all her disappointments and sad memories. She had delighted in watching Thomas growing up – taking his first steps, saying his first words, and calling her ‘mama’ for the first time. She had grasped his tiny hand in hers as they had flown the brightly coloured kite that the Malay houseboy had fashioned, and he had squealed with delight as it soared into the bright blue sky. She had even indulged his love for his toy soldiers, which Richard had given him one Christmas morning, and helped him set up the tin armies of the Duke of Wellington and the Emperor Napoleon. But most of all she had delighted in reading stories to him before he went to bed – tales of pirates and buried treasure, of brave hunters who faced down fierce tigers, and of the fairy folk and their magical kingdoms – and kissing him good night before he fell into the deep and innocent sleep of childhood. 

  She had on occasion wondered about Richard’s sexuality, and whether he might prefer men or boys to his beautiful wife – for she took great care to preserve her beauty, taking her proper rest and using the latest creams that she bought from John Little and Co’s department store in Commercial Square. But she concluded that this was not the case, for she soon learned that her husband and some of his business colleagues often took their pleasure in the European brothels on Malay Street, and sometimes in the Chinese ones on Smith Street. She was not sure whether it was because he needed the male camaraderie, the drink or the opium, the excitement of illicit sex or their more imaginative ways of pleasuring a man. She did not care – she had her son, and Richard provided well for them both. She had thought that of him at the time.

  For a few years she had fallen into a comfortable routine, and had begun to reassert her independence. She went horse-riding in the cool hours of the early morning, she took an active role in the management of the house and hosted the occasional dinner party or musical soiree, which pleased her husband, and spent the rest of the time enjoying her infant son, and sharing his firsts with the other wives.
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  On February 6, a ball was held in the Assembly Rooms to celebrate the thirty-fifth anniversary of the founding of the settlement in 1819. After supper a toast was drunk to the health of the Queen, as was customary, and Governor Butterworth gave a speech celebrating the commercial success of the settlement. He noted that whereas the value of imports and exports in the first five years of the settlement had been two and a half million pounds sterling, their value according to the last returns was six and a half million pounds sterling. The governor attributed the prosperity of the settlement to the principle of free trade championed by the visionary founder of the settlement Sir Stamford Raffles, and called for another toast to prosperity and free trade, concluding by advising the company of his intention to name the new lighthouse about to be erected at Pulau Satumu,[1] the ‘Raffles Lighthouse’, in honour of the founder.

  No mention was made of Colonel William Farquhar, the first resident and commandant of Singapore, who had done so much in the early years to secure the initial success of the settlement. 

   

  ***

   

  Duncan Simpson had recently returned from Hong Kong to report to his father on the successful establishment of an office of Simpson and Co in the Crown colony. His father, Ronnie Simpson, had landed on the island of Singapore with Sir Stamford Raffles and Colonel William Farquhar on January 29, 1819, when Temenggong Abdul Rahman had agreed to allow the East India Company to set up a factory[2] on the island. Ronnie was one of the many Scottish merchants whose canny business sense and ability to work with their Peranakan[3] counterparts had contributed so much to the early commercial success of the settlement. The business that he had founded with his father John Simpson had thrived, and was now expanding into Johor[4] and Hong Kong. It had not all been plain sailing. Ronnie and his wife Sarah had fought a running battle with the Illanun pirates who had murdered Sarah’s sister and her family at sea, which only ended when Ronnie had set a trap that led to the destruction of the pirate leader. 

  Ronnie’s son Duncan had joined the business as soon as he was old enough to play a role, but as part of his broader education, Ronnie had agreed to let him join James Brooke and Captain Henry Keppel in their expeditions against the Dayak pirates that plagued the rivers of Sarawak. Through a series of lucky accidents and judicious use of the guns and crew of The Royalist, James Brooke had managed to get himself declared ruler of Sarawak. Brooke had maintained good relations with the Sultan of Brunei, until the Sultan, on the counsel of Pangeran[5] Mahkota, the Serpent, had ordered the murder of Pangeran Muda Hassim, the former ruler of Sarawak, and Pangeran Badrudeen, whom Duncan had fought with side by side along the rivers of Sarawak. Hearing that Mahkota had joined a fleet of Saribus Dayak pirate prahus that were raiding the coastline and rivers of Sarawak, Brooke, now known as the White Rajah of Sarawak, had taken his revenge by organizing an ambush at Batang Marau, aided by the gunships of the Royal Navy. Duncan had joined James – now Sir James Brooke – on the expedition, since he had been a good friend of the murdered Badrudeen, but he had been shocked by the wholesale slaughter of the Dayaks in their wooden prahus, which had been no match for the ironclad paddle gunships of the navy. Duncan had been sickened by the carnage, in which hundreds had been killed or drowned, and had told James that he no longer wanted any part of it. Their parting had been cool, but Duncan still considered James to be his friend.

  Matters had not ended there. When the navy claimed an extortionate bounty for all the Saribus Dayak pirates killed, questions had been raised in the British parliament about whether the Dayak fleet was really a fleet of pirates, and by what right Sir James Brooke, a private citizen, had called upon the services of Her Majesty’s Navy to further his own personal ends. There had been calls for a public inquiry, partly stimulated by a damning indictment penned by Robert Carr Woods, the editor of the Singapore Straits Times, and supported by some of the Singapore merchants. Although Sir James and his friends back home had fought hard to prevent it, parliament had finally approved a commission of inquiry to be held in Singapore, to which Sir James had been summoned to appear. The commissioners, Charles Henry Prinsep, the Advocate General of India, and Humphrey Bohun Devereux, a government agent, had arrived in Singapore on August 7, and announced that the inquiry would begin on September 11. 

  Sir James was staying at the home of W.H. Read, one of the merchants who supported James’ cause and who believed that the Dayaks were murdering pirates who got what they deserved. When Duncan arrived at Read’s house to attend a dinner in honour of Sir James, Duncan could hardly recognize him. The once ramrod straight back was now stooped; the once boyish face was deeply lined and pock-marked, and the once bouncing brown curls had given way to a thin and receding hairline. Only the fierce blue eyes were recognizable, as they held his with undisguised hostility. 

  ‘And what role had your father in all this?’ James Brooke demanded. ‘I thought he had led an expedition against a bunch of Illanun pirates, and destroyed them and their leader. So, what sort of hypocrite is he to sign Wood’s slanderous petition?’ 

  Duncan did his best to keep his temper.

  ‘He had no role at all, other than being one of the signatories of the petition, along with my grandfather,’ Duncan replied. ‘You’re right, of course, he has no love of pirates, and would no doubt be happy to see them go down to the last man to a watery grave. I have assured him that the Saribus Dayaks were pirates, and he and my grandfather have accepted my word on that – I was there that day at Batang Marau, you may remember. I was sickened by the bloodshed, but I also know that these men had plenty of blood on their own hands. So, you won’t have any trouble from him over the question of whether they were pirates.’

  ‘Then why the hell did he – why did they – sign Wood’s petition?’ James demanded.

  Duncan replied by pointing out what many of James’ friends – including W.H. Read – had already pointed out to him. Many of those who had agreed to the call for an inquiry had done so because they honestly believed that the extent of the slaughter at Batang Marau – and the almost obscene amount of prize money awarded for that action – demanded some justification of the necessity of the action beyond the Rajah’s mere say so. This was, he thought, a reasonable request, and if James would just let the inquiry take its natural course, it would soon become clear to most reasonable people that his actions were entirely justified.

  But James Brooke refused to accept this.

  ‘Never! Never I say! I will fight them every inch with every weapon I can lay my hands on. I will not let this scoundrel Woods get the better of me, or let my government treat me in the same disgraceful way that they treated the founder of this great port city!’[6]

  Duncan could not help but grin. For a moment James sounded like his old self. Yet the outburst seemed to drain his energy, and James remained sullen throughout the rest of the dinner, endlessly nitpicking over details of the inquiry, a man both obsessed and obsessive.

  

  
    
      	‘One tree island’ in archaic Malay. ↵



      	Early name for commercial settlement. The agents for companies who set up such settlements in Southeast Asia were known as factors. ↵



      	Chinese merchants from Malacca and Penang who married into the local Malay community. ↵



      	Southernmost state of the Malayan peninsula, sharing a sea border with Singapore. ↵



      	Prince or other male noble of high rank. ↵



      	When Sir Stamford Raffles retired to England in 1832, he petitioned the Board of Directors of the East India Company for a pension and compensation for his administrative expenses incurred in the foundation of Singapore. The Board denied his request for a pension, for having willfully ignored their directions in the past, and presented him with a demand for twenty-two thousand pounds he owed the Company, having denied many of his administrative expenses, which they considered to be excessive. ↵
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  Then Richard had dropped his bombshell. He informed her that he was sending their six-year-old son to the Royal Military Academy in London. She had always known that Richard intended a military career for Thomas – Richard himself had wanted a career in the army, but his father had refused him – and that one day Thomas would be sent back home for training, but she never imagined that he would be sent away to a boarding school at such a tender age. She feared for him. He was a sensitive child, and the Royal Military Academy was known for its strict discipline – Richard had boasted that they would make a man of him if anyone could, before his mother turned him into a proper pansy. But she also feared for herself. She did not think she could bear to be without him. That was the reason she had taken him to Monsieur Dutronquoy’s studio, so she could at least have a picture to remember him by – and she could not forgive Richard’s cruelty in not inviting her to the first photographic session.

   

  ***

   

  Margaret was overcome with emotion when she kissed Thomas one last time, before he boarded the steamer with the servant who was to accompany him on his voyage to England. She made him promise to write to her regularly and tell her truly what was in his heart. As a parting gift she gave him a box made from camphor wood, which she said would always remind him of Singapore. 

  ‘Don’t worry about me mama,’ he said, although the tears formed in his eyes, ‘I will be a good soldier and make you and father proud. And I promise I will write to you as often as I can.’

  And then he was gone and she felt he was already dead to her. He would be lonely at first and miss his mother, she knew, but he would eventually make new friends and grow up into a young man, by which time he would scarcely remember her. Richard had refused to let the boy return to Singapore or to let Margaret travel to England to visit him until he had graduated as a cadet – he said it would only disturb the boy and interfere with his education. This she could not understand. Did he not love their son as much as she did? Or was he blinded by the hope that the boy would fulfil his own thwarted military ambition. 

  She worried that Thomas might not survive the harsh discipline, and then worried that he would be sent off to die in some dreadful foreign war, like the one that had recently broken out between England and France against the Russians in the Crimean peninsula. She hoped desperately that someday he would rebel against the discipline and the career that had been chosen for him, and be expelled from the academy, to return safely to her. Yet she knew in her heart that it would not come to pass, for she knew that the thing Thomas wanted most in all the world was to become a soldier – the tin soldiers that Richard had bought for him had done that trick.
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  Yehonala had been ready for a year now, but still had not received a summons from the Emperor Hsien Feng to the Jade Bedchamber. She had charmed the Dowager Empress, but had made little progress with An Te-hai or the other senior eunuchs, who found her amusing and charming, but treated her with the distance and disdain appropriate to a concubine of the third class. She had tried everything except bribery, because she knew she had insufficient funds, which the eunuchs might in any case take without keeping their part of the bargain, and seduction, since she knew it would be wasted on these ‘half-men’. She had to find some flaw or failing that she could exploit. She was done with fawning obsequiousness. 

  And then the chance came to her. Bored with the daily palace routines, she had taken to wandering the Forbidden City at night, after the time had passed beyond which she was sure the Emperor would not summon her. She slipped out into the shadows, wearing only a long black hooded silk robe and black slippers, and wandered the edges of the palace buildings. She had no particular destination in mind – she just wanted to leave the constricting oppression of the concubine pavilions and breath free in the night air. Some evenings she would sit deep in the shadows of an outer court and watch the silver moonlight dance across the white marble bridges and the black surface of the River of Golden Waters. At other times she would visit the temples and gardens or play a game of following the eunuchs while they made their night rounds with their glowing lanterns. 

  She knew that such nocturnal wanderings were forbidden, and she knew the punishment if she was caught. She knew the danger, but she did it because she loved the danger – it was the only thing that kept her alive in the sumptuous, stifling prison. She moved like a fox spirit dancing around the half-men who patrolled the palace grounds in their stooped and mincing gait. They would never catch her!

   

  ***

   

  Then one night as she had been about to return to her quarters, she had almost been discovered by two eunuchs, who suddenly emerged out of the shadows and disappeared down a corridor that led into an anteroom of the Palace of Eternal Spring. She caught her breath and pressed herself against the wall, but the two men passed without noticing her, so intent were they on whispering to each other as they slipped by. Her heart thumping in her breast, Yehonala followed them cautiously to the edge of the anteroom, where they moved about like shadow puppets in the darkness. They were whispering excitedly now, although she could not hear what they were saying. Then her eyes adjusted to the darkness, as the pale moonlight drifted down from the high ceiling, and she could see what they were doing. She could not believe her eyes. One of the eunuchs was An Te-hai, who had knelt down and prostrated his arms upon the floor. Was he offering a prayer? But why here? And why not in one of the temples? Then the other eunuch, a younger man whom she knew to be a favourite of An Te-hai, knelt down behind the chief eunuch and lifted his robe to reveal his pale buttocks. The younger man reached into his pocket and pulled out a small jar, whose contents he spread between the legs of the chief eunuch, who moaned gently in the ghostly moonlight. Then the younger man reached beneath his own robe and pulled out – and there was no mistaking it – his long hard penis! Yehonala watched in amazement as the younger man performed the Flying Seagull on the chief eunuch, who moaned and whimpered in pleasure with every stroke of passion. She found herself strangely aroused by the homosexual act, her arousal heightened by the danger of the moment. She waited patiently until the lovers’ passion was finally spent. Then she stepped forward from her hiding place, her head bowed and her black silk hood pulled close around her face, and whispered loud enough for the two men to hear:

  ‘I see you, An Te-hai, and I see your precious friend! You will hear from me this day!’

  Then she turned back into the shadows and raced like a fox spirit down the corridor and out into the moon drenched courtyard before An Te-hai and his lover were able to raise themselves from the floor.
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  The Assembly Rooms at the foot of Government Hill[1] having fallen into grave disrepair, the trustees proposed that instead of rebuilding the frail wooden structure, a more substantial building should be erected in its stead, to be designated as the Town Hall. The trustees of the Assembly Rooms petitioned Thomas Church, the resident councillor, and the municipal committee to match the sum of money raised by the community subscribers, which happily exceeded their expectations. The resident councillor and the municipal committee agreed to match the funding. 

  Around the same time the Grand Jury complained about the present size and location of the Court House, being a mere house[2] with insufficient space for the court officers and public, and subject to continual interruption by the cacophony of sounds emanating from the nearby shipbuilding yard of Hallpike and Co. 

   

  ***

   

  The next day Yehonala requested a private audience with An Te-hai, and to the surprise of the other senior eunuchs she was granted it. He met with her in his private sitting room, where he offered her a cup of plum wine, which she politely declined – she knew that the palace eunuchs had an intimate knowledge of poisons.

  ‘What can I do for you, my child?’ he said, in a simpering voice that reminded Yehonala of the hissing of a deadly snake. An Te-hai was short and stout, with a round face that would have done many women proud. He was smiling graciously, but Yehonala knew that his thoughts were anything but gracious. ‘We both know why you are here,’ he said, and his smile also reminded her of a deadly snake. 

  ‘I am here to ask a favour, An Te-hai,’ Yehonala replied. 

  He looked at her carefully. Yes, she was as beautiful as he remembered. A perfect oval face, a cherry mouth with full lower lip, sparkling white teeth, dark brown eyes and jet-black hair, with a voice like liquid velvet. He had planned to use her, but she had been slow in offering him a bribe, although she had charmed him and his brothers with her wit and feline charm. She reminded him of one of those fox spirits who come to men in the form of beautiful young women, then suck their essence dry until they fade into death in their empty human shells. She was lascivious to her core, even a half-man like he could see that. She was also a danger, and by all rights he should have her killed without delay. Yet a danger to whom, he thought to himself? He might be able to harness her fox spirit to his own ends. 

  An Te-hai voiced his thoughts.

  ‘Tell me of the favour you ask, concubine third class, but first tell me why I should not have you killed?’

  ‘I do not think you would wish me dead, my dear An Te-hai,’ she replied in her silken voice. ‘Our secret will remain our secret so long as I remain alive and we remain friends, but it has been entrusted to one you will never suspect and it will be shared with the Emperor if anything ever happens to me.’

  ‘You are bluffing, concubine third class. You dare not share this knowledge with anyone because I would be sure to find them out.’

  ‘So sure?’ Yehonala smiled, as she put her finger to her lower lip and raised her thin eyebrows. ‘How many frustrated friends have I made? How many young eunuchs have I charmed? And how easy it was to get a message to the noble Jung Lu, my former betrothed, who would lay down his life in my service.’ 

  ‘He cannot touch me. I am safe within the walls of the Forbidden City,’ An Te-hai responded dismissively.

  ‘Oh, I mean you no harm, my dear An Te-hai. I was only thinking of the harm that would befall your boyfriend if something should happen to me – I am sure it would be very painful.’

  Yehonala giggled. She could not help herself. She was enjoying the tubby eunuch’s discomfort.

  ‘He means nothing to me. I could have him killed as easily as you. You make a dangerous enemy when you threaten me.’

  ‘He seemed to mean a lot to you last night. ‘ She giggled again, but then turned serious. ‘But I do not wish him death or to make an enemy of you, my dear An Te-hai. I only wish a summons from the Emperor to the Jade Bedchamber, which I know is in your power to bring about. He has ignored me this long year past, but only because he has never seen me in my true element and I have no champion in your court. Grant me this service and I will be eternally grateful to you and promise your star will rise with my own.’

  ‘But how do I know you will not betray us if I do manage to arrange a summons from the Emperor?’

  ‘Oh come,’ Yehonala smiled sweetly, ‘what would I gain by that, when I could instead gain a loyal and devoted servant who might one day serve the Empress Consort?’

  He looked into her dark eyes and saw her passion and ruthless ambition. He knew she was more than his match. If he did not bend his will to her, he knew she would destroy him utterly. It was not a difficult decision.

  ‘I would be honoured to try to facilitate an evening with his Masterful Highness,’ he replied in his singing, sugary voice. ‘In the meantime you must be ready, and I must prepare you by sharing some of the secrets of the Jade Bedchamber.’

  ‘Thank you, dear An Te-hai – from now on you and I must take good care of each other.’ 

  Yehonala stepped forward and took hold of his chubby little hands, and kissed his bald forehead. Then they sat down together as Yehonala prepared to ask her questions and An Te-hai prepared to divulge the secrets of the Jade Bedchamber.

  ‘But first, An Te-hai, you must tell me, although I mean your lover no harm, how is it possible for an intact man to serve as a palace eunuch? I thought there were regular inspections, before and after entry? Does a man’s organ grow back, like the bud on a rose tree?’

  Now it was An Te-hai’s turn to giggle. 

  ‘No, no, my dear Yehonala, that is an old wives’ tale – although some days I wish it were true. But one may buy the ‘precious’ of another man on the black market and pretend that it is one’s own, just as a rich enough man may buy his way intact into our brotherhood. Remarkable as it may seem, the annual inspection only requires us to display our former accoutrements in their sealed jars – nobody thinks to check whether they belong to their rightful owner! Which shows how dangerous was your attempt to blackmail me – Lee Wang would only have had to display his “extra” set to demonstrate his innocence.’

  ‘Not if …’ she began, but An Te-hai held up his hand and hushed her. 

  ‘Maybe there would still have been danger, and maybe I was not prepared to take the risk. But you should know that I have decided to co-operate with you out of selfish interest. It is plain to see that you are determined and ambitious, and willing to risk all for the greatest prize. With a friend like me, you could go far, very far indeed, and with a friend like you, dear Yehonala, I could rise much higher than my present station. You and I are kindred spirits, and I believe our fortunes are intertwined.’

  ‘My thoughts exactly, my dear An Te-hai,’ Yehonala purred. ‘But you must call me Orchid and I will call you Little An. And you must tell me more about the Emperor Hsien Feng and the secrets of the Jade Bedchamber.’ 

  

  
    
      	Formerly known as Forbidden Hill (Bukit Larangan in Malay). ↵



      	John Argyll Maxwell’s house, which eventually became the first Parliament House when Singapore attained full internal self-government in 1959 under the newly victorious People’s Action Party led by Lee Kuan Yew. Later known as Old Parliament House, the building is currently known as The Arts House. ↵
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    1854
  

  Hong Xiuquan came from a poor Hakka farming family in Guanlubu, a small village about thirty miles north of Canton. He had originally hoped for a career as a Confucian scholar, but his continued attempts to pass the state examinations had ended in failure. On one of these occasions, he had been presented with a Chinese tract, Good Words for Exhorting the Age, which had explained the basic tenets of the Christian faith. After another failed attempt at the state examinations, Hong had fallen dangerously ill and taken to his bed, where he had had a fantastic dream. He dreamed that he had met his father, God in Heaven, and his elder brother, Jesus Christ. God had told him to return to earth to spread the gospel of redemption, to drive out the demon-devils and their idols and false gods, and to bring about the time of Taiping, of Heavenly Peace on Earth. When he woke from his dream, he could not at first make any sense of it, but having reread Good Words for Exhorting the Age a year later, he had come to understand his Heavenly mission on earth.

  With a few close friends, whom he baptized in the Christian fashion, he had left home to spread the gospel of redemption. Over time his converted God-followers had grown in number from hundreds to thousands to hundreds of thousands. Against all odds, the Taiping army had defeated the Qing armies sent to oppose them, as they battled their way across southern China until they captured Nanking, the southern capital, on March 19, 1853, which they had made their base of operations. When Hong Xiuquan conferred with his subordinate kings about their next course of action, they had all supported an advance on Shanghai, in the hope of forging an alliance with their foreign barbarian Christian brothers against the Manchu emperor, Hsien Feng. There they could purchase modern munitions and gunboats, which would enable them to control the approaches to the Grand Canal and the capital city of Peking.

  But Hong Xiuquan had been adamant. The demon-devils were trapped like rats in their northern refuge, and they must immediately send an army to Peking to destroy them. Hong had divided the main Taiping army into three smaller armies. The first army of Wei Changhui, the North King, would remain and protect Nanking, while the second army of Shi Dakai, the Wing King, would secure the west. The third army of General Lin Fengxiang would drive north across the Yellow River and capture Peking. Yang Xiuqing, the East King[1] and the voice of God, was given charge of the overall military campaign and administration, while Hong Xiuquan devoted himself to the supervision of the printing of the holy books of the Taiping. 

  The northern expedition of General Lin Fengxiang, comprising seventy thousand veterans and new recruits, had set out on the two-thousand-mile march to Peking in May 1853. Without proper clothing, the Taiping were woefully unprepared for the northern winter, many freezing to death along the way. Constantly harried by Qing forces, some thirty thousand managed to fight their way to within thirty miles of the capital in late October – but there they were checked by numerically superior Qing infantry, reinforced by Mongol cavalry. While the beleaguered Taiping soldiers dug in for the winter, the Qing forces, commanded by the Mongol General Senggelinqin, built a ring of siege trenches that encircled the remnants of General Lin Fengxiang’s army. 

   

  ***

   

  After a seven-month siege, General Senggelinqin had ordered his soldiers to cut a ditch to divert the waters of the Grand Canal into the Taiping positions. When the work was completed in June, 1854, the Taiping camp was turned into a swamp and then into a lake. The Taiping suffered great losses as they fought their way out of the quagmire, but managed to fight a successful rearguard action as they fell back southward and set up a final defensive position in the Grand Canal city of Lianzhen. There they were quickly surrounded again by the forces of General Senggelinqin, who immediately began yet another siege of the doomed northern expedition. 

  The Taiping western campaign met with better success than the northern expedition, although not without its own setbacks. Shi Dakai, the Wing King, had driven south into Jiang and Hunan provinces. Over the next two years the fighting raged back and forth across the land, with cities taken and retaken by the Taiping and the Qing, the countryside ravaged to feed the marauding armies. Shi Dakai managed to establish control of most of Jiang province, which he set up as a Taiping base and valuable source of food supplies. He also captured the strategic capital city of Luzhou, at the confluence of the Yangtze and Tuo Rivers, but could not hold it in the face of determined Qing counterattacks. After some initial successes in Hunan, Shi Dakai failed to establish control of the province, where he faced the increasingly well-organized Hunan army of Zeng Guofan,[2] who managed to drive him back despite suffering some early crippling defeats. The two leaders were well matched. Both were young, well educated and commanded fierce loyalty from their men. 

  

  
    
      	There were originally four Taiping Kings. Xiao Chaogui, the West King and the voice of Jesus, had died in battle the previous year, as had Feng Yunshan, the South King. ↵



      	The scholar-gentleman who founded the Hunan army from local militias, funded by the local nobles and gentry, to help the regular Qing forces defeat the Taiping. ↵
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