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Prologue


In the year of our Lord fifteen hundred and eleven, The Great and Terrible Aphonso d’Albuquerque, a Portuguese nobleman who would eventually be known as the Lion of the Seas and the Caesar of the East, commanded a fleet of eighteen war galleons that carried nine-hundred Portuguese sailors and soldiers and three-hundred Malabari mercenaries. He sailed to lay siege to the port city of Malacca, on the Malayan Peninsula.


An ancient trading centre, Malacca was the portal between the hot brown lands of Arabia and India and the glittering treasures of the Far East. Situated across from the island of Sumatra on the narrow straits that bore its name, the city was a choke point for the vast riches that flowed from East to West and back again, along what would become known as the Maritime Silk Road. In the sixteenth century, he who controlled Malacca pressed his thumb on the jugular of world trade.


It took d’Albuquerque’s fleet two months to sail from its stronghold at the Indian city of Goa, on the Arabian Sea, to anchorage within cannon range of the city. It took forty days more to defeat an army of more than twenty thousand men – Javanese, Persians, Turks, Arabs, Malays – under the command of the city’s ruler, Sultan Mahmud Shah. The invaders commenced their attack on July 25, the holy day of Saint James the Apostle, son of Salome, and d’Albuquerque’s patron saint. It is reported that Saint James requested to be at the right hand of Jesus when He came into His Kingdom. The Christ is said to have responded, ‘For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.’ What d’Albuquerque saw before him was a city worthy of a king’s ransom.


The Portuguese bombarded the town for two weeks from the harbour. Their first land assault failed when it was repelled by the Sultan’s war elephants, whose monstrous bodies knocked the panic-stricken men to the ground and trampled them to death, their deafening roars spreading terror in the trapped army shoving down the narrow streets. Eventually, however, with the connivance of local Chinese merchants, who tired of explosions disrupting their usual course of business, the Portuguese were able to defeat the Sultan’s army. A shallow draft Chinese junk, ladened with men and ammunition and supplies, was sailed up the Malacca River and crashed into the town’s main bridge. From its grounding point, the junk served as a forward firebase. Sensing the turning tide, the Sultan’s Javanese mercenaries switched allegiances. The Sultan soon fled with his family and entourage to Muar, in the neighbouring sultanate of Johor.


D’Albuquerque’s men burned the Sultan’s wooden palace to ash, then set about demolishing the royal mosque with their bare hands, stone by stone by stone. Within days the construction of their walled fortress began, the famed Fortaleza de Malaca, and then using the same stones they tore from the royal mosque, the Portuguese erected the chapel of Saint Paul, in which, until they were transferred to Goa in 1553, would lay the mortal remains of Saint Francis Xavier, Apostle of the East and founder of the missionary order of the Society of Jesus, the Jesuits. The forces of Catholic Europe now controlled the fulcrum of the maritime hinge upon which global commerce rotated.


The Portuguese ruled Malacca for the next one hundred and thirty years. Then Protestant Europeans overran the place. The Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie, the Dutch East India Company, known simply by its solid acronym ‘VOC’, had tired of Portuguese interference in the spice trade of their far-flung colonies in the East Indies. The first Dutch siege occurred in 1606 – their fleet was repulsed, but the battle impressed the locals, who also had grown weary of Portuguese rule – and over the ensuing decades the Dutch were able to forge alliances with the Sultan of Johor, and on the island of Sumatra, with fierce Acehnese fighters. In 1641, a combined Dutch-Aceh-Johor force routed the Portuguese, and Malacca fell to the blonde-haired, blue-eyed men of the VOC.


Except for a brief period during the Napoleonic Wars, the Dutch ruled Malacca for the next one hundred and eighty years. They dismantled Catholic iconography, transforming the popish altars to the Virgin into cleanly houses of worship. The VOC ran Malacca as a way station for its spice ships and an unsinkable gun platform in the middle of the long water road that led to the Indian Ocean and back home to Europe, but their prized possession and the capital of their Eastern Empire was the city of Batavia, far to the south, on the island of Java. And so Malacca under the Dutch began a long slow decline.


By the time the British assumed possession under the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1824, the town was a desolate museum of its own history. The streets where the Sultan’s war elephants had trampled mercilessly, the empty grave that once held the bones of Francis Xavier, the ornate Porta de Santiago set into the grey stone walls of the A Famosa, as the old Portuguese fortress was known in Malay, the red-washed stolidity of the Dutch Stadthuys, all were cloaked in a twilight haze of languid degeneration.


The British included Malacca as one of the Straits Settlements mostly as a means of ensuring that it would never compete with their more ambitious port cities of Penang and Singapore. In 1867 the Straits Settlements became a Crown Colony, independent from government administration in British India, answerable only to the Colonial Office in far off London, and thus largely autonomous in the East. But by that time, Malacca had lain so long in its humid somnolence that only the sickly sweet smell of rotting organic matter on the mudflats at low tide welcomed those who landed on her shores.




1// Saint Xavier’s Curse


The tall man felt claustrophobic in the cramped cabin aboard the SS Trunnion. The dull throb of the engines, the inescapable acrid odour of burning coal that pervaded every enclosed space, the dryness in his throat from the gin and water he drank instead of taking his evening meal, and the slow roll of the vessel as it pushed through the swells, all contrived to induce a slight nausea that seemed as elusive as it was consistent.


In his rapid departure from Singapore, he had packed hastily and forgotten to bring his pyjamas, so he consequently had to make do with sleeping in his undergarments in the narrow bunk that was too short. His feet painfully hung over the end when he stretched his legs. Now he lay atop the bedding, staring at the ceiling, feeling queasy, the edge of the bunk cutting into his Achilles tendon.


He could not recall exactly the last time he had slept alone, and though it was a condition in which he had spent most of his life, for the past few years he had grown accustomed to the warm snugness and gentle respiration of his common-law-wife, half his height even prostrate, lying beside him.


Finally he could take it no more. He leapt from the bunk, flung on his clothes, then doused the lamp and made his way through the sleeping ship toward the stairs to the upper foredeck. Outside, the fresh air and open space almost immediately dissipated the current of nausea running through him. He breathed deeply of the humid night, watching the prow of the ship as it rose and fell in the dark swell. On the starboard side, the coastline of Malaya lay in a dark blue mass under a late moon haloed in mist.


He was just beginning to feel comfortable again, the familiar pangs of hunger and heaviness of sleep returning, when he spotted an ember burning low red on the far side of the deck, arcing through the darkness like a will-o’-wisp. He realised it was the glow of a cigar.


‘Hello, who is there?’ he called, his voice more gruff than he intended. Since boarding more than six hours before, he had only spoken to the cabin boy, and then only to order more tonic water for his gin.


‘Hello, good evening, sir,’ returned a voice in an accent half between Malay and British. ‘Or should I say “goodnight”, as it is rather late.’


‘Nice night for a stroll,’ he said. As he moved toward the point of red, he watched it trace a curve in space as it was lowered to hang at the man’s side. ‘It is indeed, though I confess that I did not expect to find company on deck this late,’ the stranger replied. From the darkness of the softly rolling deck emerged a short, compact man in a smart linen suit of Western cut, albeit with a black velvet songkok planted firmly on his head. A short manila cigar was smoking in his hand; his other was tucked into the fold of his jacket, as though to keep it warm. He had the hooknose and sharp chin of an Arab but the dark skin and jet hair of a Malay.


The tall man introduced himself first. ‘I am Chief Detective Inspector David Hawksworth of the Singapore Police.’


‘How nice to meet you, Chief Detective Inspector. I am Suliman Amjad bin Ahmed Alsagoff,’ the stranger said with a self-possessed gravity that indicated he believed his name should bear recognition.


‘Splendid.’ The stranger’s face betrayed his irritation that his name did not make an immediate impression on Hawksworth. They remained quiet for a long moment, the engine reverberating in the background, the sound of the prow cutting the waves, the slap of the water on the hull filling the silence. He was familiar with the name Alsagoff as it belonged to an established family, though they were of a station high above his own and he knew little about their businesses. ‘Are you of the Singapore Alsagoffs?’


‘I am indeed, sir,’ the man spoke proudly, puffing on his cigar. ‘However, I have made my home in Malacca for many years. I dare ask, is this your first trip to Malacca, Chief Detective Inspector?’


‘Yes, how did you guess? Despite a lifetime in Malaya, I have not yet had the opportunity to visit the town.’


‘Ah, I see.’ The cigar glowed again at Alsagoff’s mouth. Another moment of extended quiet followed, as though he were inhaling not only the smoke but Hawksworth’s words as well. The question went unanswered. Then he gazed at the moon and exhaled before asking enigmatically, ‘You know of Francis Xavier?’


Hawksworth was taken aback by the man’s strange question. ‘The saint? Yes, of course. In fact, I was raised by Jesuit brothers in an orphanage in Georgetown … in Penang.’ He immediately regretted giving out so much information.


‘Then you will know that Francis Xavier, too, visited Malacca. And that what he found there so appalled him, the aberrant activities of the residents so horrified him, that he cursed the place forever and anon.’


‘Saint Xavier’s curse?’ Hawksworth guffawed. ‘I had not heard of that.’


Ignoring him, Alsagoff continued in a steady voice, ‘They say he stood at the door of the same church that one day would hold his very bones, and he took off his sandals and knocked the dust and gravel from the tread, claiming that the town was so wicked that he would not even take from it its dirt. He said the place would be cursed until the citizens ceased their filthy ways. And they say the curse lingers on, hovering over the town, making it all wretched.’


Hawksworth remained silent, examining the dark face as best he could. It was like gazing at a stone idol. Then the idol moved and spoke: ‘You will find the place interesting, no doubt, on your holiday. Or is it, I wonder, official business that brings you to my home?’


Hawksworth merely smiled superciliously in the darkness.


Alsagoff leaned in almost close enough to touch and Hawksworth caught an unpleasant whiff of heavy tobacco on the man’s breath. ‘And where is your home, Chief Detective Inspector Hawksworth of the Singapore Police who was raised by Jesuit brothers in Georgetown, Penang?’ There was a smirk in his voice.


Before Hawksworth could answer the impertinence, the dark face cracked into an obsequious grin. ‘But forgive me, sir, you look tired and I should not pry into your personal affairs.’ Then Alsagoff bowed slightly, so that Hawksworth glimpsed the top of the songkok, and bid him goodnight before merging into the moist darkness, the burning ember of his cigar diminishing as he moved away, as if he were dematerialising.


Alone again on the deck, the only sound the thrumming of the engine, Hawksworth leaned against a damp rail and watched the murky line of the shore of Malaya slide past under the blue moonlight.


* * *


The Trunnion anchored off Malacca in the wee hours. At first light, they began to load the passengers onto a launch that would take them to the jetty that extended above the river mudflats, past the palm trees on the beach, into the sandy shallows of the green sea. Hawksworth was one of the last to depart the ship. He did not see Alsagoff’s face and songkok amongst the passengers who disembarked.


As he limped along the uneven boards of the jetty, his throbbing foot told him that the fair weather would soon change. It had been broken and not set correctly months before, and now acted as an accurate predictor of the weather.


He surveyed the shoreline of the unfamiliar town. There were wooden huts on stilts with attap roofs built over the mudflats – the home of the orang laut, the sea gypsies. Farther inland where the mud turned to soil, on the left side of the narrow river, were the red-tiled roofs of the native quarter. The buildings looked short and squat, the sort of shophouses he knew from Singapore and Penang, jumbled together on narrow streets. He spotted the high sharp roof of a Chinese temple jutting above the residences. Colourful ceramic-tile dragons gambolled toward a ruby red sphere, which represented the light of knowledge, glistening jewel-like in the morning sunshine.


On the right bank was visible the roof of the Dutch Stadthuys and the white cross of the church erected nearby. Above, on the crown of a steep hill with slopes of bright green grass, were the ruins of Saint Paul’s chapel, supposedly the oldest Christian edifice in the Orient, now in the year 1892 merely a roofless façade, and beside that, a square lighthouse that looked to be erected in the past century. Farther inland, half hidden in foliage on the crowns of other small hills, he could see the rooflines of bungalows where the wealthy Europeans lived. And behind it all, farther back in the lavender haze of early morning, the distant top of Mount Ophir, jutted above the rolling hills.


There seemed to be no one about. Other than a fat white man in a dark suit, with whom he had shared the launch and was now shuffling on the jetty behind him, and the baggage boys wheeling the luggage cart noisily over the wooden boards, he was alone. Only the cool sea breeze of morning – he was aware it would turn devilish hot later – rustling the palm trees created some movement on the landing. Otherwise the place looked like a stage set, or an engraving from an illustrated newspaper, the sort of image created by a designer in London who had never set foot in any place more exotic than Brighton.


Slithering movement on the mudflats below the jetty caught his attention, and he paused to peer over the side. In the dark mud he spotted little goby fish, slimy things with bulbous heads that looked like miniature prehistoric monsters, crawling on flattened fins in great herds across the moist ground.


‘Blighted and blasted!’ a voice yelled from behind him. ‘Cursed Malacca!’


He turned to see the red-faced sweating bulk of the other white man rolling its way up the narrow jetty. The man paused to catch his breath, mumbling to himself angrily while moping his sopping brow with a handkerchief.


Turning back to the shore, which was quite near now, Hawksworth noticed for the first time the cannon set upon the embankment, resting in the shade of a thick casuarina tree. Under this tree was a white man dressed in a linen suit and solar topee helmet, and beside him was what appeared to be a palanquin sedan chair. Two pigtailed Chinese coolies were leaning against the trunk of the tree. As he stepped on the jetty, the man shouted out, ‘Chief Detective Inspector Hawksworth?’


‘I am he.’


The man waved, then shouted past him to the heavy, panting figure stepping off the jetty, ‘Good morning, Mr. Bosworth, we have not seen you in a while!’


‘Not long enough, if you ask me! And of course my bloody carriage is not here! Bloody, blasted Malacca!’


Hawksworth came under the shade of the casuarina. The suited man moved aside, to stand next to the wheel of the cannon, which the Chief Detective Inspector now saw was an antique that had not been serviced in decades. The weapons at the foot of the jetty were merely ornamental. The palanquin was not much better. Such conveyances had gone out of use decades before in the East – even as a boy he had only seen such things in picture books. The one before him looked worse for wear, too, its sides splitting in the humid atmosphere. He could make out the outline of some sort of crest on the door, long since painted over, and could discern the letters ‘VOC’ beneath the black paint. So the chair had belonged to the Dutch and was indeed a curio.


‘Good morning, Chief Detective Inspector. My name is James Shaw.’ He was a young man with fair skin and a slight Irish lilt to his voice. He could not have been more than thirty-five years old. ‘I am the Resident Councillor of Malacca. Well, really, I am the Acting Resident Councillor but since I have held that position for nearly three years, people here simply call me “Resident Councillor”. We have been expecting you – your telegram was most helpful. Though we had to guess the ship on which you would be arriving.’ Hawksworth was aware that Shaw was studying him, looking up at his face. Remarkably tall, and despite now in his middle years growing a slight paunch, the Chief Detective Inspector remained of lean build, his face still sharp, with more than a passing resemblance to his namesake animal. After speaking downward to people for most of his life, he had come to habitually think of himself as ‘the tall man’.


‘I apologise for not being able to inform you of the ship’s name in advance, but I departed Singapore in a great hurry. In fact, I only have one small bag, and I did not have the time to arrange for a place to stay.’


Shaw leaned against the cannon as he spoke, arms crossed causally over his chest. The wind lightly ruffled his linen suit, and he pushed his topee back on his head, face to the sea breeze. The coolies barely stirred; one had his eyes closed. ‘We have plenty of room in Government House, Chief Detective Inspector. That is the official name, but we all call it the Stadthuys, after the Dutch.’ He pronounced the foreign word as stud-hoeys. ‘And you must be hungry. I imagine it was too early for breakfast on the ship. Come, we will have a repast for you at the Stadthuys in no time.’ He gestured to the chair but Hawksworth demurred.


‘I need to stretch my legs, Mr. Shaw, after my long voyage. The Stadthuys is not far: I saw it from the jetty.’


‘We were not sure … Well, you see, we trot out the chair for all our visiting …’


‘I am more than capable of walking under my own power, thank you.’


‘Ah! Good to hear!’ He motioned for the coolies to carry the chair away. They laboriously positioned themselves on either end then grasped the poles and walked at a sluggish pace, the chair slung between them. Shaw had already started to saunter through the dirt road that ran along the bottom of the hill toward the Stadthuys, the clock tower rising three stories before him. Beyond lay the quiet town and brown river.


* * *


The thick walls captured the night air and kept the interior rooms coolly refreshing despite the oppressive heat outdoors. After a brief rest, during which he nearly fell asleep, Hawksworth was roused by a knock at the door that opened to reveal a boy of no more than twenty. He wore no livery or uniform but possessed the distinct air of obsequiousness that indicated he was there to serve.


‘Breakfast, sir, if you will follow me.’


The boy was as dark as any Tamil, with the curly hair of a Bugis trader, yet there was an angularity in his features, a straightness to his nose, that suggested the presence of European blood. Hawksworth guessed that he was a Kristang, a Malaccan creole, a descendant of mixed Portuguese and Malay ancestry. They were rare in Singapore, though he had come across one or two in the past.


‘What is your name?’ he asked as they walked on the large flat stones of the hall.


‘Aloysius Santa Maria, sir.’


‘You were born in Malacca?’


The boy nodded gravely, and then said in Malay, ‘I am Portuguese … and a Christian.’


‘You are Kristang?’


‘I am of noble Portuguese blood,’ he said proudly. ‘In Europe, I would be a prince,’ he added with a note of defiance just as they reached the threshold of the main dining hall. Aloysius stopped at the door and pointed to a long wooden table with worn wooden benches arranged dormitory style. ‘Do enjoy your breakfast, sir,’ the boy said before slipping away.


Seeing him enter, Shaw, who was already seated at the table, called out, ‘Good morning again, Chief Detective Inspector, I do hope you are hungry! Our chef has prepared a special meal. He used to serve in a Peranakan house and serves mostly that sort of food – I do hope you are not put off by it. He also makes superlative coffee.’


Seating himself, Hawksworth said, ‘Excellent on all counts, Mr. Shaw. Peranakan food is fine for breakfast, and I am devoted to kopi, as our Malay friends call the dark brew.’ Before the detective was an earthenware pot full of robust black coffee. Beside it steamed a bowl of noodles flavoured in a red-curry-oil-and-coconut concoction with small clams and shrimps and mushrooms he knew to be laksa, a Straits delicacy. Besides this there was hard European bread and Chinese steamed buns heaped on a plate. Cut dragon fruit and small sweet bananas were piled in a carved wooden bowl. Before he left the table, Hawksworth knew he would consume it all.


He tucked into the noodles first, slurping the spicy broth. As he looked up, a hand-drawn map framed on the wall caught his attention. It depicted the Malayan Peninsula from Siam to Singapore along with Sumatra and the Riau Islands. His gaze travelled from the portolan compass along the rhumb lines past fanciful sea monsters spouting in the Andaman Sea. ‘Dutch, is it?’ he asked around his mouthful of noodles.


‘It is. We have many of these old charts and maps. It seems sometimes as if we are still living in Dutch times. This one was framed quite a long time ago, to judge by the worm damage.’


Finishing his laksa and guzzling down one full cup of kopi, Hawksworth nodded at Shaw, then poured himself another cup and shifted the steamed buns closer. The first one he bit into contained deliciously greasy char siew, sweet and savoury pork meat. The next filled his mouth with a sweet red paste: mashed lotus root. He drained the coffee pot, smacked his lips then focused his attention on Shaw.


‘I am here because Sergeant Major Hardie Walker sent me a letter expressing that my presence was required with some urgency.’


‘We suspected that you were coming here because of the Sergeant Major.’


‘Something puzzles me. If the matter was so urgent, why would he send a letter and not a telegram?’


‘Ah, well, you see we have only one telegraph operator and he was down with dysentery when the Sergeant Major was here.’


‘I see,’ Hawksworth said then popped a slice of white dragon-fruit into his mouth. ‘In his letter, the Sergeant Major specifically mentions a local woman named Lim Suan Imm whom I am to meet.’


Shaw looked baffled. ‘Why would you need to meet with Mrs. Lim?’


‘It is a matter of personal importance. Indeed, it is why the Sergeant Major sent the letter.’


‘I do know her. We all do. She is a widow from a very prominent family in Malacca. They are Chinese Peranakans that go back to the Portuguese days, perhaps even before. But she is the last of her line, so to speak. Her children have all long gone under the ground.’


‘How old is she?’


‘Lord knows! And she is not the sort of woman that I would think it polite to ask. But if I had to guess, somewhere near seventy years of age. She seldom ventures from her home, a rather regal affair on Heeren Street, although she does come here to dine about once a month. But I am perplexed.’


‘What about?’


‘What she would have to do with the disappearance of the Sergeant Major – and his entire party.’


‘What? What are you saying?’ Hawksworth sat bolt upright on the wooden bench, unable to conceal his shock. Sergeant Major Walker was known for many things, including an unaccountable hatred for all things Oriental, but disappearing acts were not known to be part of his repertoire.


‘Well, sir,’ Shaw continued languidly, ‘that was rather why we thought you were coming here. To locate the Sergeant Major. To go about the business of, well, detecting his whereabouts.’


‘When did the Sergeant Major and his party go missing? I understood that he came here to lead a force to look into the death of the British Resident of Negeri Sembilan,’ he spoke quickly. ‘You had better start from the beginning.’


‘We were … Ah, the next course of breakfast has arrived!’


Hawksworth nearly snapped at the man to continue his explanation of the Sergeant Major’s disappearance, but when he saw Aloysius returning with more food, he realised that he was working against local custom, which moved at a decidedly slower pace than the rapid-fire efficiency of Singapore. Settling himself to the circumstances, the Chief Detective Inspector was gladdened to spy another large pot of coffee being placed amongst the plates of curry rice and freshly poached fish with spicy sambal sauce, and slices of fresh jackfruit.


Shaw continued, ‘The Sergeant Major led a force to look into the disturbances that led to the death of the Resident, Mr. Rosswell. He was killed, or so it was reported, during a coolie riot at the government bungalow at Ayer Panas, a hot springs near Mount Ophir.’


‘Why was the Resident at Ayer Panas? Negeri Sembilan and Ophir are quite a distance apart.’


‘He was on holiday, I believe. We were told that he was a veteran of several campaigns against Chinese clans in Negeri Sembilan, so his violent death was something of a surprise.’


‘In Singapore, Mr. Rosswell was respected as a man filled with initiative and zeal. He perhaps saw trouble and unwisely decided to step in on his own accord. When did Sergeant Major Walker depart Malacca?’


‘He first came to Malacca to arrange for supplies and men – and he met Mrs. Lim at that time, yes, I now remember, at a dinner hosted here. The Magistrate was present as well. We later remarked that the Sergeant Major is a taciturn man, something of a martinet really. When describing his work he mentioned your name, and Mrs. Lim said she had heard of you, which we all found rather odd.’


‘As I gathered from his letter.’


Aloysius poured more steaming coffee into Hawksworth’s earthenware mug.


‘He left Malacca with a force of five men, including our Superintendent of Police, and sailed to the town of Muar, about twenty-five miles down the coast south of here, then took a native boat upriver. From there he planned to march to Ayer Panas. He was supposed to support the police investigation then return here within a fortnight. This was a little more than five weeks ago.’


‘And you have not heard from him, or anyone in his party, since that time?’


‘A band of bird hunters reported seeing white men and Malay guides near Mount Ophir – that was about a fortnight ago.’


‘Sounds like he is pursuing someone.’


Shaw plucked a piece of jackfruit from the plate and popped it into his mouth. ‘Possibly, but that is rough country. The territory around Ayer Panas is mostly primitive forest. To lead a group of men through that terrain for more than a fortnight would require not only fortitude but knowledge and training.’


Hawksworth pictured Hardie Walker marching through the jungle, a grim smile on his face, his Martini-Henry rifle slung on his back. He would be in his element. ‘The Sergeant Major is a veteran of Gordon’s war in China and has led numerous actions in Malaya. That was why he was sent from Singapore to lead this expedition. If anyone would be able to lead a pursuit through unexplored terrain, it would be he.’ Hawksworth sipped his coffee, feeling the energy flowing into him. ‘Tell me more about the riot that led to the death of Mr. Rosswell.’


‘There is not much to relate. Coolies from a nearby mining camp rioted – we are not sure why, though they do riot frequently. We believe that he was not alone at the government bungalow. Two Chinese surveyors were also killed.’


‘Chinese surveyors?’


‘Yes, we originally thought they were there to lay out a tin mine, or perhaps gold, but now we have heard that they might have been there looking for suitable land for rubber plantations.’


‘And the riot? What more do you know about that?’


‘From our reports, it started in a place called Labis, which is a camp of freebooter Chinese migrants. The Sultan of Johor does not like their presence – nor frankly do we – but short of sending in the Army, we cannot evict the blighters.’


‘Who were the murdered Chinese surveyors working for?’


‘A company called Straits Mining owned by a man named Loke Yew. He already operates a very profitable mining operation in the nearby town of Gading.’


‘Were the freebooters perhaps more interested in Loke’s surveyors than in the Resident? They might have been concerned that their land was to be taken.’


‘We really have no idea why they rioted. In fact, we have no eyewitnesses to the death of the surveyors or the Resident. Their bodies were terribly mutilated, that is all we know. We do know that Mr. Loke is trying to create a joint venture with a Singapore outfit to explore growing rubber in this region. This is why we are not certain if the surveyors were looking for tin mines or rubber plantation land.’


‘Or gold, you said.’


‘Or gold, yes. But not likely. There have always been rumours of gold in the hills around Mount Ophir. I mean,’ Shaw laughed, ‘that is how the mountain got its name!’


Hawksworth leaned back in his chair to study the old Dutch map on the wall. After a thoughtful silence, he said, ‘This matter of the Sergeant Major – who I assure you has not disappeared so much as engaged in an enthusiastic pursuit – is something that you would like me to look into?’


‘Yes, if for no other reason that our Superintendent of Police is with him as well.’


‘Ah,’ he finished his coffee and set the cup on the table. ‘I also have my own business to look into. You will let Mrs. Lim know that I am in town and hope to see her?’


‘Of course. I will send a boy over immediately.’ Shaw paused, then added hesitantly, ‘There is one further thing that may be related to the Sergeant Major’s expedition. This might be silly, but the natives in the districts around Mount Ophir have been complaining of,’ he cleared his throat in embarrassment, ‘a sort of ghost that has been haunting them. They claim it steals their children.’


‘What type of ghost?’


‘A pontianak, I believe it is called.’


‘There is nothing silly about a pontianak,’ Hawksworth retorted sharply, before continuing calmly ‘The local beliefs usually hold a grain of truth. If children are disappearing, it may be a tiger. In fact, it may well be a man-eater the Sergeant Major is pursuing. You said the bodies at Ayer Panas were mutilated but that you had no witness to the killing.’


Shaw silently mulled the implications as the table was cleared of empty plates.


‘If I do travel up country,’ Hawksworth continued, ‘I will inquire about this pontianak. I am also curious about what the Resident was doing so far from his home base. His office staff in Negeri Sembilan can offer no assistance?’


‘We sent a cable but received only a vague reply. Apparently the Resident left in rather a hurry and put off making a proper report until he returned … Which, of course, he never did.’


Hawksworth stretched his arms and cracked his back. The men stood, then paused at the doorway. ‘That was a lovely breakfast, Mr. Shaw. My sincere thanks to you and your chef.’


‘Our pleasure, of course. Please do join us at dinner tonight. We usually invite some local businessmen and other luminaries to dine. We are a bit old fashioned in that way.’


‘I look forward to it. I would also like to meet the Assistant Superintendent of Police, if I may.’


‘I am afraid he is down with fever.’


‘And the Superintendent is with the Sergeant Major’s expedition. So who is currently in charge of the police force?’


After thinking for a moment, the younger man replied happily, ‘Well, until the Assistant Superintendent mends, I suppose that I am.’


‘I see,’ Hawksworth said, hiding his dismay.


‘Would you like to rest? Aloysius will show you to your room.’


‘I think after being on that cramped boat, I would rather like to stretch my legs.’


‘The hill behind has spectacular views. Tomorrow I will take you on a tour of the town. This is your first time in Malacca?’


‘It is,’ Hawksworth responded, already feeling weary.


* * *


He strode alone up the narrow path winding up the hill behind the Stadthuys, toward the ruined chapel and the neat whitewashed lighthouse. The heat of the day had risen, and the dusty path, barely shaded, was deserted.


He stopped at the top of the hill, the view sweeping toward the sea. The Trunnion lay still at anchor. The only other ship in the harbour was a native craft, a river-going sampan with a single mast from which was rigged a simple sail of woven mat. Otherwise the sea was empty and calm – he could hear the small rollers breaking off the beach far below. The mudflats were now covered with a thin skein of water: the tide was coming in. Past the flats, the stone houses of the native town stretched for a short distance up the coast before giving way to wooden houses on stilts, then wild shoreline far beyond.


Turning toward the deserted chapel, he paused and shouted a loud ‘hello’. No answer came. There was a round window toward the top of the front wall, and large glassless windows that let in the sun, but the light was not quite high enough to shine through the top of the roofless structure. He stepped over the threshold. Crates of supplies for the lighthouse were stacked inside the open doorway. The thick dark brick walls were covered in green creepers and weeds. He walked further in, his footfalls muffled by the debris in the nave, where massive tombstones lay on the ground. There were more stacked haphazardly at the back of the chapel, for successive generations had pulled up the stones over the centuries to make room for their own dead in the sanctified ground.


At the foot of the chancel was an open grave – supposedly that of Francis Xavier – covered with a heavy metal grille. Beyond this were more scattered stones. Most had skull and cross bones, others finely detailed ships, engraved in the granite. He read aloud from one: ‘Hier Lecht Bregraven Anganeta Robberts.’ On another were words that he sensed translated to ‘Venerated Wife’ and the name Verdonck, and the date February 6, 1652.


Farther in the chancel, in the dark portion where the roof remained partly intact, he saw another stone marked in Portuguese: Aquijaz DOMĨGAS FRÃ, Filha de Luiz Frñ e de Ant. de Faria, falleceoaos de Avril de 1581 Ano. Later he would learn that the Portuguese words meant ‘Here lays Domingas Franco, Daughter of Luiz Franco and Antonia de Faria, who died April, 1581’. The exact day of her death had been engraved, but was now impossible to decipher on the weathered rock.


In the chapel there were more. One stone was prominently featured with a very fine engraving of a seventeenth-century Dutch sailing ship called a boyer, flat-bottomed with a gaff-rigged sail, which remained vivid despite the passage of time. There was a short text accompanying the engraving that Hawksworth would later learn translated to ‘The gaffel-boyer is our grandfather’s first discovery. Our father’s first house now closes our mouths’. That grave held three occupants. It did not reveal their names, only their ages: triplets aged thirteen who died one after another between December and March in the years 1659 and 1660.


Hawksworth turned from the graves to climb through a breach in the ruined wall. He sought sunshine and fresh sea air, and to get away from these spectres of death, but found himself in a yard with graves set into the steep hillside. Most of the headstones were askew as the slope subsided, as though ready to tumble down the hill, and were marked in English with the familiar locutions. He read one aloud, ‘Sacred to the Memory of J. T. Leicester, Late of Bencoolen, Sumatra, who departed this life on May 26, 1846, aged forty-nine years and five months.’ There were many more.


At the base of the hill, he could see the sole remaining gate of the centuries’ old Portuguese fort. It was ornate and functionless; its yawning portal led now only to the quiet sloping green of the graveyard.


He turned back to the steep narrow path to the Stadthuys. It was exceptionally hot now, the bright sun bearing down relentlessly as he made his way toward the coolness of the thick-walled building. Spending so much time among the ancient dead left him feeling vacant.


After being shown to his room, he found himself longing suddenly for human company, noise and animation. It was not a sensation with which the Chief Detective Inspector was on familiar terms, and it left him uneasy once he lay on the cool sheets under the mosquito netting in the dim and echoing old Stadthuys.




2// A Princess and a Nonya


Hawksworth awoke from a deep and dreamless sleep, to the shuttered darkness of the unfamiliar room. It had rained while he slept – he could smell it in the air, the crisp dampness soon giving way to the odour of tropical rot – and he could feel it in the coolness of the air.


He was washing the sleep from his face in the porcelain basin of water brought in fresh that afternoon when the knock came at the door, which he already recognised as belonging to Aloysius. It must be dinnertime. Slipping from the borrowed pyjamas, he quickly dressed for dinner; it meant pulling on the cotton trousers that had been pressed while he slept, pinning a frayed collar to his dress shirt and shrugging into a linen suit jacket that had also been pressed but did not match the trousers. All told, he looked less like a respected visitor and more like a beachcomber washed in with the tide.


The noble prince Aloysius led him quickly and quietly with a paraffin lantern through the dark hallway, padding on bare feet. In the cool of night, the interior of the Stadthuys felt particularly damp. They moved in silence to the main dining room, which after the journey through the dark halls seemed especially bright and inviting. This was not the room where he had breakfasted but another more grand space, with a mahogany sideboard and a polished dining table with high-backed chairs and china flatware laid at each place. There was precious little Dutch about this room – it looked like a replica of a dining room in an English country house.


Mr. Shaw was already seated, as were two other men, one of whom Hawksworth recognised as ‘Bosworth’, the fat man on the jetty who had not seemed too keen on disembarking at Malacca. The other man could have been Bosworth’s Malay double. Both of them fat and dressed in identical cotton summer suits, one black, one white, the two resembled each other like a photograph and its plate. One clear difference was that the Malay had a prayer scar, what the Arabs called zabiba or raisin: a dark mark on the forehead, caused from touching the forehead to the ground repeatedly while praying. It was a mark of piety and matched the man’s serious mien, contrasting with Bosworth’s louche demeanour.


‘Ah, there you are, Chief Detective Inspector! Just in time for dinner. Had a comfortable sleep, I assume?’ Shaw asked.


‘Yes, thank you.’


He was surprised to find that the chandelier above the table was lit with wax candles. Noticing the look on his face, Shaw apologised, ‘There is no gas in the Stadthuys, and it is not yet wired for electricity. All a bit primitive compared to modern Singapore, I suppose, but it keeps the town close. Allow me to introduce Mr. George Bosworth and Mr. Muhammad Hasrat.’


‘A pleasure to meet you both.’


‘Thank you, Chief Detective Inspector,’ Hasrat replied in impeccable English. ‘I am honoured to sit at table with a representative of the constabulary of Singapore.’


‘Mr. Hasrat is a surveyor with my team,’ Bosworth offered bluntly, without any greeting, to Hawksworth. ‘He was trained in London. His father has money. Tin mining, you know.’


Hasrat smiled at Hawksworth, explaining, ‘My family is related to the Sultan of Selangor. My full name is Muhammed Abdul Samad Hasrat Abdullah.’


‘You are a business partner of Mr. Bosworth?’


‘Indeed he is,’ Bosworth interjected. ‘We are competing with another consortium for the lands around Mount Ophir, though I believe that with the recent killings in Ayer Panas – of which I was only just made aware – our plans will have to be speeded up.’


A side cart was wheeled out, and a bottle, corked, with remnants of a label painted on the side, was placed on the table next to heavy crystal glasses. There were several more bottles in similar condition on the cart.


‘Real Dutch genever!’ Shaw said proudly. ‘An oddity exclusive to Malacca.’


As the slightly yellowish gin was being poured into the glasses, Shaw explained, ‘It seems the Dutch were somewhat suspicious, Chief Detective Inspector. The old place is honeycombed with hidden passages and false walls. We are always knocking them down and finding caches of ruined ammunition and crates of old bottles. The beer and wine have long gone off, but the genever still seems good. What do you think, Mr. Bosworth?’


Bosworth pulled from his waistcoat a small bottle of Siegert’s Angostura. ‘I think gin, new or old, always tastes better with some bitters in the glass.’ He tossed a few drops into the bottom of his crystal then poured in the genever, which turned amber when it came into contact with the dark bitters. He took a glug and sloshed it around his mouth while holding the glass to the light of the candelabra on the table. Loudly smacking his lips, he proclaimed, ‘It is as good as the day it was made by a Dutchman.’ He took another triumphant gulp, his face flushing. The man’s left eye was especially proptosic; it bulged so badly that he appeared to be looking in two directions at once. Hawksworth recognised it as Grave’s disease.


‘I am glad to hear it, because this time we found a dozen bottles hidden behind a false door at the foot of the stairs that led to the old latrine … and we wondered about the contents,’ Shaw said mischievously. Bosworth laughed as loudly as the rest of them at the joke.
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