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Chapter One


Somewhere in The Gulf of Siam, June 1818


In the end, Harrison mused, it figured that a woman would end his life. For more than half of his twenty-nine years, he'd had a nagging suspicion that a female would be the death of him. There was surprise in the lady's identity, for he'd assumed it would be a woman of a human persuasion that would do him in.


But then, blindness had always been his downfall. He should have known, should have at least given credence to the possibility of danger. She'd killed so many of her lovers before him, the sea had, and she'd kill countless more after he was gone.


“Mea culpa,” he whispered hoarsely through lips parched and peeling. 
 Eyes half-blinded by the relentless glare of the sun roved the clearest blue water he’d ever beheld. Tender puffs of cloud lazed their way across the sky. A steady, fine wind ruffled his hair and bobbed his lifeboat up and down. Too bad he'd no means of steering the fifteen-foot craft. No sign lingered of the typhoon that had overtaken Brizo's Woe and dallied with the merchant vessel for days as if it were no more than a toy in a tub. A field of debris surrounded his rowboat, ragged lengths of plank dark with pitch, a grim honor guard that had escorted him since the accident.


Harrison scratched his bristled cheek; his sun-scorched skin smarted, tight and hot. Rocked by the sea, his lids slid closed against the merciless sun. One arm draped over the rail, his fingers trailing through the water. It was invitingly cool. How simple it would be to slip into the sea, to disappear beneath the surface with barely a ripple. Drowning was not an easy death—that knowledge won by witnessing it dozens of times in a single, harrowing day—but it would be quicker than this slow death by heat and starvation. He'd lingered on two weeks. The days had blurred into a singular episode of mundane terror.


Evaporating salt water caused his wrist to itch. Harrison pulled his arm back and rubbed idly, his dirty nails following the linear paths of scars carved into his skin. The nine months he'd spent aboard Brizo's Woe as it voyaged eastward had finally freed him from the periods of despair that had plagued him since adolescence. Now that he'd come to value his life, he found it was abruptly over. The old habit of picturing—and planning—his exit from the mortal realm returned with ease, though he did so now with a sense of regret.


He would've liked to have completed the trade expedition, to have returned to England in triumph with a cargo of riches that would be the making of him and Henry De Vere, the friend who had employed him. He could’ve bought the land and breeding stock needed to begin the horse stable he used to imagine when his spirits were brighter. Or he could have returned to sea, helped De Vere and Sons Shipping Company become a force to rival the East India Company.


The nanny goat bleated. Begrudgingly, Harrison opened his eyes and turned to regard his companion. Tilda the goat picked her way through an assortment of tin cups and a cooking pot set out to capture rainwater. He set the cooking pot at her feet. “Here now, have a drink.”


Collecting a little water daily had been no hardship; it had rained every afternoon since the storm. Even now, nonthreatening clouds gathered on the horizon, heavy with the day's allotment of moisture. Harrison wondered, not for the first time, whether or not this ready supply of water was a mercy. Perhaps it only delayed the inevitable, but he could not stop himself from swallowing the life-sustaining fluid, even as he questioned the wisdom of it.


Pivoting, he made his unsteady way on hands and knees to mid-ship, to the chest his friend, Lord Sheridan Zouche, had gifted him upon Harrison's departure from England. He'd spotted it bobbing in the water when the rowboat was lowered into the frothing chop and dragged it into the little vessel, rescuing it from the watery grave from which he could not save so many men.


Lifting the lid, he took stock of his possessions. Sheri had packed the chest, measuring about three feet by two, with all manner of objects he thought Harrison would need or enjoy, entertainments such as books and playing cards, as well as a volume of dirty illustrations with which a man might wish to pass a private interlude. There had been some foodstuffs, but those had been consumed during Harrison's first months at sea.


Harrison drew out a slim wooden box and flipped it open. Resting on a bed of blue velvet, the silver-handled razor was pristine, unused. Throughout the voyage, when he'd bothered to shave at all, he'd employed his own, familiar razor with its simple walnut handle and soap-spotted blade.


He took the razor from its nest, his rough, sun-darkened fingers too crude for the elegant bauble. He tested the weight of it in his palm, fitted his fourth finger onto the tang, admired the scrollwork adorning the piece. It was an item of no small value—more jewel than tool; except, when he flicked it open, the edge gleamed, wicked and sharp.


Longing tugged at his gut. His gaze flicked from the razor to the water then back again. Experience had taught him that the initial slice of a well-honed blade would be painless. After would follow a bite, and the warm gush, the pain of his lifeblood leaving his veins still less than the pain that had driven him to such an act.


But he'd never been good at it, had he? Never cut deep enough, or long enough. The cross-hatching of scars on his wrists ran both across and up, but no matter the orientation, he'd never managed to inflict worse harm than a swoon. With a deft gesture, he twisted the blade, held it to his own throat, a variation he'd never tried.


The ocean turned a steelier shade of blue as the shadow of the afternoon deluge marched across its surface. Drops pelted the sea, transforming in an instant from good, sweet water to noxious brine. A breeze slipped through the tunnel of sea and sky to whip his hair about his ears. The clouds lumbered onward, dumbly wasting fresh water upon creatures who had no liking for it. No reason, no rhyme, just chaos and suffering. He swallowed, felt a bead of blood well at the razor's edge. His forearm tensed.


Something hard hit him square in the back, between his shoulders. Harrison's arm jostled, the blade skidded across his skin, no worse than a shaving nick.


“Baaah,” Tilda groused in his ear. Her warm, goat smell filled his nostrils and her beard tickled his bare shoulder.


Carefully, Harrison lowered his arm. Then the sun was blotted out and the rain was upon him. Harrison jerked his shirt back over his head. It quickly soaked through and plastered to his skin. Despite the heat, he shivered as he reset the cups and pot to catch water. His heart raced, working too hard to power his meager exertions.


The goat folded her legs beneath her lean body and watched Harrison, brown eyes blinking dully. Tilda had given her milk to sailors for nine months, and to Harrison their first few days as castaways, until lack of food had dried her teats. Harrison had given her nothing in return. It would be a kindness to end the animal's torment, he thought, even if he lacked the courage to end his own. But if he did, he really would be alone. Utterly isolated in these alien, blue waters.


He scrubbed a fist across his eye, rubbing away the dreary ruminations. Tilda was asleep her head bowed, untroubled by nightmarish memories. Not conflicted about the future.


Taking a cue from the beast, Harrison curled up beneath a bench. Later would be soon enough to wrangle with decisions about life and death. For now, the patter of rain inside the pot and cups sounded almost like drops falling on a tin roof, and he could pretend for a few moments that he was elsewhere, sheltered and safe.


Harrison awoke to a pain in his neck. Not in the muscle or bone, but on the skin. Was it—? “Ow!” A stinging sensation suddenly tingled on his arm. “Damned mosquitoes.”


Mosquitoes? Rubbing his smarting forehead, he scanned the horizon.


Under their own power, mosquitoes ventured only a few miles from shore. They could—and did—stow away on ships, but the little devils were one torment that had not survived the sinking of the merchant vessel. He'd not seen a single one for weeks, and now—


“We must be close to land,” he rasped. A dry laugh barked in his throat. After all this time, the idea that he might actually survive this ordeal was nearly unbelievable. He looked over his shoulder to where the animal was rousing from her own nap. “You hear, Tilda? We're close to land!”


He crawled to the rail, astonished to see he’d slept through the afternoon and night, and now fingers of golden light touched the eastern horizon. They'd been aiming for Brunei, but the typhoon had driven Brizo's Woe into the Gulf of Siam. Land should be there, to the west. Harrison could make out nothing in that direction. Perhaps to the north?


“Land!” he croaked, his head ringing with shock. And then, a hoarse whisper, “Land.”


A glorious ribbon of green lay that in that direction, and not too far away, either. Harrison faintly discerned the trunks of individual trees, and the expanse of pale sand that swept from the tree line to the sea. Never before had he felt gratitude for the existence of a forest, but now his heart was full to bursting with it. And there was a shack of some sort, too—no, several of them!—huddled about a dock on the beach.


And there—there!—oh, there, in the water, halfway between himself and the shore were boats. Six little fishing vessels in a long string. Even as he watched, a net, heavy and distended with glistening fish, was hoisted into one of the boats. The sail swiveled to catch the breeze and the boat started homeward. Five remained to gather the day's catch.


He would be rescued.


Tears blurred Harrison's vision. He swiped them with the back of his wrist, unwilling to relinquish the sight of the first human activity he'd witnessed in weeks. Now, how to get there? He opened his mouth to shout, but only a strangled yelp emerged. Weakened from hunger and exposure, Harrison was in no shape to swim the third-mile or so to the boats. Too, there was Tilda to consider.


As if sensing his thoughts, the goat let out a plaintive bleat. Reluctantly, Harrison turned from the sight of his salvation to his fellow survivor. When he saw the goat's sorry state, he groaned. Tilda lay on her side, panting hard. Every inhalation pulled her skin tight around protruding ribs. Like the mosquitoes, gnats had found their way from land. The insects swarmed Tilda's head and strolled along the rim of her eye as if it were a boulevard.


Harrison crawled to the animal, cramped limbs protesting every inch. By the time he reached her, he was shaking and sweating, his heart fluttering weakly. He pulled Tilda's head into his lap and shooed away the flies. He brought the cooking pot to her mouth, but she made no move to drink.


“Come now, Tilda,” he whispered, his throat tight, “we're almost there. Just a little longer, and you'll have lov—” His voice gave out then, and so he mouthed the words. —lovely oats and herbs to eat. There's sure to be a barn, and a pasture to cool your hooves. He stroked one long, velvet ear over and over. Tilda made a sound that was like a hiccup. One foreleg juddered, and went still.


The weight of the last weeks came crashing down. Hot tears scalded his eyes and burned his abused cheeks. He hugged Tilda's head to his chest and wept as he'd not done since he was a child, when, sick with scarlet fever, he'd felt so dreadful that he had cried in response to his own suffering, calling for his mother through a swollen throat. Fearful of contracting the disease herself, she had not come. He was left to the ministrations of Nurse and the new governess, Miss Meyler. He had not wanted them, he'd wanted his mother, and he'd cried. A similar feeling of helplessness had him in such a grip now; he could not control himself. Chill and hot flashed through him in turns, and his poor heart pounded in his ears. It was beating wrong, weak and irregular despite its racing exertion. Every breath dragged like razors down his throat, the air struggling to inflate unwilling lungs.


He almost wished he'd not found rescue. Almost, he wished for another day alone at sea. It would need only that for Harrison's own strength to fail. Of all the worthy men aboard Brizo's Woe, how had it happened that Harrison alone had lived? Where was the justice? Why could not one of those stalwart sailors have taken Harrison's place? Or, of the two lives remaining from that ill-fated ship, how could it be that the gentle, harmless creature in his lap should succumb to their shared ordeal while Harrison was once more spared?


The boat shifted as someone stepped aboard. A hand took his arm, tried to pry it away from the goat. Harrison fought to maintain his hold. His bare heels drummed harmlessly against the planks. The hand took his chin, forced up his face.


Through bleary eyes, Harrison looked upon his rescuer, crouched in front of him. Deep lines crinkled dark eyes as the fisherman peered from beneath a shallow, conical straw hat. Grooves creased his mahogany skin as he frowned at Harrison.


The man said something. He had no front teeth, and the ones he did have were brown. He tilted his head expectantly. It took Harrison several seconds to puzzle out that the fellow wanted a response.


Harrison shook his head, mumbled, “I don't understand.”


The man stood, looked to his left, and began speaking to someone Harrison could not see. The chap was small, barely more than five feet tall.


After a moment, another man clambered over the side of the boat. He glanced around at the cups and trunk, took one look at Harrison and Tilda and shook his head while clucking his tongue. The men exchanged a few more words in their tongue then went to work tying Harrison's boat to their own.


Feeling his part in this production had ended, Harrison allowed his eyes to close. Tilda was uncomfortably warm. He'd expected the dead goat to cool, but the sun, now fully above the horizon and making itself thermally known, kept her toasty. Or perhaps it was just that the furred beast acted as a blanket.


He opened his eyes again when something slapped upon his head and glimpsed the brim of a straw hat. His rescuer, the first man, had placed his own hat upon Harrison, leaving himself exposed to harsh rays. His scalp was shaved bald, except for a knot of glossy black hair at the crown of his head. He gripped a long pole now and took position at the rear of the boat.


The fisherman called out to the man on the other boat, and soon the two were in motion, slowly maneuvering toward the dock Harrison had glimpsed in the dawn. How long ago that now seemed, though it couldn't have been more than an hour. He closed his eyes once more, perfectly willing to allow someone else to take charge for once.


When he roused again, Tilda was gone. As was the boat. Harrison lay upon a pallet and was being carried, head first, by four fishermen. They did not bring him into any of the dockside shacks, but further, into a village. Children playing in the dirt street in front of one humble structure stopped to stare at the little procession.


More villagers halted their labors to gape at Harrison. A woman standing beneath an awning, behind a table laden with produce, tracked their progress. Harrison's eyes riveted upon her wares. FOOD went his brain. FOOD. Breathing rapidly, he lifted an arm toward the grocer. There was no hope of reaching the booth; it was twenty feet away. A whimper rose in his throat.


One of the men carrying him glanced down and spoke rapidly. Whether to him or the other men, he didn't know, but Harrison forced himself to be quiet. If his rescuers thought him mad or threatening, they wouldn't help him. They might toss him back into the sea, rather than give him anything to eat.


Some of the children fell in with their elders. One small person—boy or girl, Harrison could not say, as all the youngsters had shaved heads except for a tuft on the top, and sported only sarongs about their waists—leaned over the side of the pallet to examine Harrison's face. Small, brown fingers prodded his nose and sank into his beard. The child squealed with delight and rattled off something to which one of the elders replied, “Farang.”


Farang. The word passed through the children in an awed hush. Idly, he wondered what it meant. Something like “idiot Englishman who is about to die,” he presumed. The procession passed through an ornamental gate. At once, the children ceased their chattering.


Harrison craned his neck, but made out nothing but a high, peaked roof. As he settled back, movement overhead caught his eye. A trio of vultures circled lazily above the trees a short distance away. His mind went to Tilda. Was it his ruminant comrade the carrion birds sought, or did his own impending demise draw the scavengers?


At a word from an adult, a child ran ahead while the men carried Harrison down a graveled walkway. There was grass beyond it, lush and green. Splotches of bright color danced at the edge of his vision. Flowers? It all began melding together then darkness crept into the periphery. His breath was loud in his ears, muffling the sounds of anxious speech.


Then he was in a dimmer place—not dark, not the darkness, not yet—and movement ceased. For the first time in many months, his body was still. It was a blessed relief, but a short-lived one, for soon enough he was pulled upright and something was pressed to his lips while a male voice spoke in gentle, soothing tones.


He parted his lips. Cool liquid washed his tongue, a little sweet, slightly thicker than water. Delicious. He swallowed greedily. After several mouthfuls, the beverage was taken away. “More,” Harrison protested, blindly reaching for the cup. Again, the man's voice. Again the kind hands, this time pushing him back onto a cushion. Accustomed to the damp, hard planks of the boat, Harrison's bones ached as he relaxed into the soft embrace of the bed.


Behind voices carrying on a hushed conversation, he heard a cry. His scattered thoughts first went to Tilda, but then he remembered: Tilda was dead. It was a child, frightened or hurt, calling out in need. How strange, that nature should make a child and a goat sound so very much alike in their distress. The cry once more sounded, working upon his nerves, compelling him to go, to help, to intercede. Protect the little ones. Why wasn’t anyone tending the child? Didn’t they know what happened to children when no one was looking?


Hands upon him again, restraining his weak, fretful thrashing. Blessedly, the child’s cry stopped, and the knots of panic in his muscles eased. The hand stroked his hair. Oddly, Harrison didn’t mind the contact. Soon, he exhaled a sigh of contentment as his mind slipped into a blissful stupor. If he was yet to expire from his ordeal at sea, this was an ending he'd not anticipated, but one for which he was heartily glad: thirst slaked, in the comfort of a bed, and—most importantly—not alone. Harrison wasn't going to die alone.



Chapter Two


The two men reclined in their cushioned chairs like princes upon their thrones, indolent, confident in their mastery over all they surveyed. Khun Gaspar was proud, his expression satisfied as he considered the four females kneeling in a neat row, while his guest’s dark eyes gleamed, drunk on power. When the guest’s eyes moved to Lamai, she dropped her gaze to her lap, forcing her hands to soften upon her knees. Compliant. Nonthreatening.


“Are they really all your slaves, D’Cruz?” asked the guest, another Portuguese trader whose name Lamai had not heard.


“Given me by the king himself,” Khun Gaspar boasted. An untruth. Two of the women, Mi and Nan, were Burmese, taken captive in battle and gifted as slaves to Khun Gaspar by the minister of the treasury in thanks for the farang’s contributions. Khun Gaspar had never had an audience with the king, much less received a gift from the king’s own hand. He might own a splendid mansion not far from the palace, filled with treasures from Europe and Asia, but he was as far from invitation to court as Lamai herself—a fact that rankled the proud Portuguese man to no end.


The third slave woman—or girl, rather—was Thai, like Lamai. Kulap had caught Gaspar’s eye at the market one day last month, and Lamai had been ordered to negotiate with the girl’s parents on his behalf. He didn’t know how little the peasants had asked in exchange for their child’s servitude. Lamai tripled the price, and Gaspar, made stupid by his lust for the fifteen-year-old, had not hesitated to pay. The girl had sulked since her arrival, complaining that her exorbitant purchase price made her freedom impossible to redeem. She didn’t seem to understand that she would never be free again, that this was the only time her parents would be able to pawn their child.


Slaves in Mueang Thai could sell and buy their own freedom as often as they liked, but Gaspar did not always behave according to the rules, especially with his bed slaves. These he kept until they no longer interested him, then he passed them along to his European friends, without any by-your-leave from the women themselves. Unfortunately for Kulap and the others, where farangs were involved, the law was limp as old celery.


And then there was Lamai herself, who inhabited a limbo world of unbelonging. Neither family member, nor slave; neither fully Thai, nor fully white. Less than a ward, but more than a servant, she was simply . . . other.


“How utterly decadent,” said the guest, swallowing Gaspar’s lie. “You’re a veritable sultan. And I may enjoy one tonight?”


“Whichever you’d like. Such an arrangement is possible for you, too, you know. You needn’t be as well connected as myself to enjoy such luxuries, but we can discuss that later. For now, take your pick.”


Boots scuffed on the tile, little particles of dirt and dung and refuse ground into the floor of their home, their sanctuary; Lamai shuddered. Farangs had repulsive habits.


The man crossed the room and examined each of their bowed figures in turn, beginning with Lamai and ending with Nan. At the end of the line he pivoted, grinding more filth into the floor, then retraced his dirty steps.


“Her,” he said, stopping in front of Lamai. “I’ll take this one.”


Lamai blinked in surprise. What? He didn’t want the fresh little beauty, or one of the delicate Burmese women, each as alluring as a mali blossom?


“She is not beautiful,” Khun Gaspar warned. “And she’s old. Take one of the others.”


Scowling, Lamai almost lifted her head to glare at the master of the house, but stopped herself short, remembering just in time that she was not supposed to let Khun Gaspar’s visitors know she understood their language. Besides, the merchant had spoken true this time. Lamai was twenty-three, far older than the youthful Kulap. Nor was she beautiful, and when the farang saw her face, he would turn his attention to one of the others.


The man chuckled. “I don’t mind a plain girl.” Cupping Lamai’s chin, he tilted her face for his examination. Lamai arched her neck, flagrantly inviting the lamplight to show her ruined face to its worst advantage.


The farang recoiled, but quickly recovered himself. His eyes met Lamai’s and she stared back defiantly, refusing to be ashamed of her ugliness. It had protected her when she had no other protector. It would protect her now. She curled her lip in a sneer, making herself even less desirable. Farang men expected docility from Thai women. They sought it, paid handsomely for it. Lamai was not that. He would choose another.


He smiled. “I’ll have her,” he said, straightening. “Send her to my room.”


Lamai’s eyes flew to Khun Gaspar. Still sitting at his ease, legs splayed wide like a Chinese pirate king, his graying head tilted as he looked at Lamai, assessing. He was taking too long to refuse his guest.


A lump rose in her throat. Lamai worked in multiple capacities, but never like this. Gaspar had utilized her in this charade before, liking the boast of owning more bed slaves than he actually possessed, but had always promised her safety. Lamai, he’d said, was too valuable in other ways to be used as a bed toy. No guest had ever chosen her. Now that one had . . . He wouldn’t. Would he?


Her keeper lifted a brow. Lamai shook her head, frantic now. Khun Gaspar lowered his eyes to his glass of golden liquor, hiding his thoughts. He swirled the liquid, took a long sip, let Lamai stew in an agony of uncertainty.


Had he discovered her duplicity in his purchase of the new slave, Kulap? Would he rescind his promise to her as punishment for costing him so much money?


“Choose one of the others.” He tossed back the remainder of his drink. “Hell, choose two.”


The farang huffed. “You said I could have whichever I like, D’Cruz. I want the ugly girl.”


Khun Gaspar’s mouth tightened in a false smile. “Sorry, friend, you can’t have her.”


Snorting like a grumpy monkey, the man snatched the new girl and one of the Burmese women by their arms, hauled them to their feet, and marched them out of the room.


With a word, Khun Gaspar dismissed the other woman. She scurried out on small, bare feet.


Rising, Lamai shook out her skirt and moved to find her way to her own bed.


“You were not given leave to go.” Khun Gaspar’s voice cracked behind her.


Slowly, she turned to meet the cold gaze of her tormentor. “I am not your slave.”


He smirked. “More’s the pity for you. If I held your paper, I would be bound to keep you. As it is, if you are no longer useful to me, I may cast you off.” Standing, he sauntered to a lacquered table to refill his glass from a fine porcelain bottle. Another example of the special treatment of farangs: strong drinks were forbidden in in this country, but this law, too, was not enforced for foreign merchants and dignitaries. Khun Gaspar brought his glass to his nose, breathed the fumes. Brandy, he called the drink. Vile, Lamai named it.


“I do not serve you in bed—not yours, nor any other man’s.”


His eyes moved over her right temple and cheek. “Hmm.”


Beneath the scars, her face burned. Always it had been this way with Khun Gaspar. With each language he’d taught her, he’d bound her more tightly to his service. For every farang he dangled before her, each presenting the tantalizing hope of a long-ago promise fulfilled, he reminded Lamai that she was flawed, unwanted, unwantable.


She turned again and fled from his mocking eyes, not stopping even when he called behind her, “You’ll want to lock your door, Lamai. I don’t think he’ll be satisfied at two.”


Through the darkened house she ran until she burst into the back garden. Pausing to slide her feet into slippers, she jogged to the stable, cursing the heavy European dress Khun Gaspar made his females wear when he entertained other farangs.


Inviting light shone from the broad door, which stood slightly ajar. Lamai slipped inside and spotted her friend, Panit, at work feeding the animals and getting them settled for the night. The older man’s bare torso was slender, his arms rangy with lean muscle. He wore loose, yellow trousers tied about the waist. His bare feet, beyond rough, beyond calloused, looked as though they’d never been touched by shoes in their life—they probably hadn’t—and had grown their own boot soles in self defense.


Panit tossed a smile over his shoulder. “I was just wishing a girl in a pretty gown would come muck out the stalls.” As Lamai approached, his smile slipped. “You should go. He’ll be angry if you spoil your dress.”


Stubbornly ignoring his advice, Lamai hefted a large basket of fruit from the floor. “I’m staying here tonight. If my dress is ruined, all the better. Maybe I’ll shave my head, too.”


Setting down her burden in front of a stall door, Lamai selected a section of melon and reached into the enclosure. A pink-mottled gray trunk snatched the treat from Lamai’s hand and carried it to the young elephant’s mouth.


“Greedy girl!” Lamai teasingly scolded. “Not even a kiss first?”


Wan Pen snorted, all the while chomping on her treat. Her trunk snaked around Lamai’s shoulders and pulled her to the door in a playful embrace.


“Better.” Lamai fondly patted the animal’s nose. Wan Pen lowered her head, inviting Lamai to scratch her brow. At five-and-a-half feet, the elephant was several inches taller than Lamai, far taller than any human child of the same five years would be. While she petted Wan Pen, Lamai sensed movement near her leg. “Oh no, you don’t!” Lamai pulled the fruit basket out of reach of the questing trunk. Wan Pen trumpeted plaintively. With a sigh of exasperation, Lamai fished in the basket until she found a pineapple, Wan Pen’s preferred sweet, and gave it to the elephant child.


“You spoil her,” Panit scolded.


“She’s my favorite girl,” Lamai returned. “I’ll spoil her if I wish. Besides, she wasn’t naughty in her lessons today, was she?”


Chuckling, Panit shook his head. “No, she always learns her lessons quickly. I’ll give her that.” As a mahout, Panit was charged with the instruction and care of elephants. Dusting his hands on his pant legs, he came to Wan Pen’s stall and gave the end of her trunk a waggle. “She’s smart, like you.” His eyes flicked to the twisted rope of hair slung across Lamai’s shoulder. “Will you really cut it?”


Lamai sniffed. “It would be more comfortable, and stay out of my eyes.”


“Mmmm, sensible.” Panit returned to the other side of the stable and resumed forking hay into the stall of Goui, Wan Pen’s nanny. The old elephant cow munched her grass while keeping an eye on her young charge.


“It’s very hot, and it falls into my face.” She demonstratively swiped back an errant strand of black hair near her temple.


“Then surely, you must shave,” Panit said, nodding gravely. He drove the fork into the hay and expertly pitched a bundle across the space to Wan Pen. “Doesn’t hurt that it will devil Khun Gaspar.”


Lamai grinned. Panit knew her too well. “And I will look properly Thai. Less farang.”


Panit stilled, the weathered tool gripped in his calloused, capable hands. “You are farang, girl. Cutting your hair will not make it untrue.”


Her smile slipped. She turned to feed Wan Pen more fruit, giving Panit her back. “Only half-farang, and no white person in the world would accept me as theirs. My skin’s too dark and my eyes are too long. But thanks to my father’s blood, I’m not entirely Thai looking, either, and with my long hair—” Lamai bit her tongue, cutting off a well-tread path of frustration. Lamai’s in-between state had been a bane of her life.


“How many women get to dress up in those fancy clothes, huh?” Panit’s tone was too jaunty, as if in apology for upsetting her. “You must be able to style your hair to suit your attire. Imagine how funny you would look in that dress with only a tuft like mine!”


“That would be silly, you’re right.” She returned the fruit basket to its place in the corner.


When the chores were done, she climbed the ladder to the hayloft. Panit, already making himself cozy on his cot in the corner, had lent her a blanket to spread over a pile of straw. She shimmied out of her dress and lay down in her shift, thin cotton clinging to her sweat-damp body. As she struggled to find a comfortable arrangement for her limbs on the lumpy hay, and tried to ignore the battling snores of man and elephants, Lamai spared a wistful thought for her room with its tall windows and soft bed. Then the warm breeze carried a cry to her ears, and she heard the squeak of the kitchen door’s hinge as a woman went looking for Cook’s homemade salve. The one that sped the healing of burns and bruises.


Lamai burrowed her head into the straw. Despite the discomforts, there was no bed she’d rather sleep in tonight.


• • •


Two days later, Khun Gaspar summoned her to his study. The footman, a male slave, who escorted Lamai preceded her into the room, bent at the waist to show deference to his master. Gaspar, standing beside a tall bookshelf, looked up from the volume he held and regarded her coolly. Lamai suppressed an urge to bow like the servant.


I am not a slave, she reminded herself, folding her hands at her waist and holding her spine erect. And yet, she could not stop herself from lowering her eyes to Gaspar’s desk. The surface was littered with papers, scrolls, and writing sundries. The chair behind the desk was an ornate affair, heavily carved, dark wood, padded with red leather edged with round studs.


“You wished to see me, senhor?”


Gaspar made no reply, but must have given a signal to the slave. That fellow withdrew from the room, leaving the door open.


A quiet minute passed, the only sound the slide of paper against paper as Gaspar turned a page in his book. The slave returned, shoulders hunched, and placed a tray of refreshments on a low side table before bowing his way out and closing the door behind him.


“Please serve,” Gaspar said.


Lamai poured fruit juice from an enameled jug into two china cups.


Gaspar accepted his beverage and gestured to one of the two teak-and-rattan chairs opposite his own. “Have a seat, Lamai.”


She settled herself, crossing her ankles and tucking her bare feet behind the hem of her sarong.


To her surprise, Gaspar did not take his commanding seat, but the twin of her own chair. Her gaze slid sideways, watching as he reclined, extending his bare feet along the floor. When there were no Europeans about, Gaspar dressed in Thai fashion. Today, he wore a loose muslin shirt, light in color, embroidered at the bottom hem, and linen breeches. His calves were sunned and covered with crisp, dark hair at odds with the silver adorning his head.


His nearness made her uneasy. Since he’d nearly given her to his guest the other night, she’d successfully avoided Gaspar, busying herself in the kitchen or doing the shopping for the day’s food or other household needs. At night, she slept in the stable. The other man had left yesterday morning, but Lamai could not yet feel entirely safe in her own bed.


She barely tasted a sip of the mango and coconut juice, though it was her favorite combination of flavors.


Gaspar quickly drained his cup and exhaled a satisfied “Aaah,” then returned the cup to the tray. “I have a letter here.” He reached over to pluck a document from the top of a stack. The square of paper showed creases where it had been folded several times, and ink bled through the back of the weave. He gave her a sly smile. “Guess who it’s from.”


Lamai’s heart leapt; her breath stopped in her throat. “My father,” she breathed. Excitement fizzed in her blood; she felt it even in her dead cheek. Gaspar had told her he did not know where his friend Peter Hart had gone after leaving Mueang Thai, much less how to contact him. But Gaspar had lived in the same house for twenty years, and Lamai had lived with him for the past eight. Reaching out to Gaspar would be an obvious early step in Peter reclaiming his lost family.


Gaspar had taken in Lamai when she was fifteen, like Kulap. Unlike Kulap, however, Lamai had not been purchased, but brought on out of a sense of duty to Gaspar’s old friend, Lamai’s father, the Portuguese man had claimed. Already proficient in multiple languages by the time Gaspar found Lamai living in troubled circumstances with relatives, she’d been given a proper education, in addition to a home. When Gaspar first asked Lamai to translate for him in a business meeting, she’d been happy to oblige. That happy obliging turned to a sense of obligation as her tenure with the Portuguese man stretched into years. Lamai was duty-bound to assist her benefactor until such a time as she reunited with her father, and they made their own home. Over the past few years, however, Lamai had become increasingly uneasy with things Gaspar required of her. But she had no family she could turn to, and Gaspar was the only link she had to her father. When Peter Hart returned to Mueang Thai, Lamai would be here.


At last. At last.


Gaspar chuckled. “No, no, not Peter—though I’m certain we’ll hear from him soon. Try again.”


    Her hopes plummeted, leaving her almost giddy as she was suddenly voided of elation, as quickly emptied as a slop bucket cast out the window. “I don’t know,” she whispered.


elation, as quickly emptied as a slop bucket cast out the window. “I don’t know,” she whispered.


He scanned the page. Cleared his throat. “It’s from the office of my country’s ambassador.”


Lamai shook her head, bewildered. “How could I have known that?”
 “You couldn’t have!” He playfully chucked her on the shoulder, as he used to do when she was young. “The challenge is what makes it a game.”


Her eyes stung. She lowered her gaze to her lap, where her hands were tight around her unfinished beverage. Gaspar had known what she would think. Wasn’t he the one who’d encouraged those hopes these past eight years? He was cruel to tease her so, mean to find humor in her despair. The liquid in her cup rippled. Carefully, she placed the dish on his desk and willed herself to calm, forbidding herself to show any more of her hurt.


“Have you a summons from the ambassador? Do you require my assistance?” Her voice was once more placid, even if her emotions weren’t quite.


“No and yes.” Gaspar scrubbed a hand through his short hair. “One of my countrymen has washed ashore in some godforsaken village several days’ east of the city. There are no scheduled Portuguese ships unaccounted for, so he was either sailing under another country’s flag, or he’s a smuggler. Until the facts are known, the ambassador won’t instigate any official action. He’s asked me to ascertain the man’s identity and business.”


The left side of Lamai’s mouth twitched downward; the right remained immobile. “His identity? Didn’t the ambassador give you the man’s name?”


“No, the poor devil was nearly dead when he was fished out of the water. Insensible at the time the notification was written to the ambassador.”


“Then how is it known that he is Portuguese?”


Gaspar’s palm slapped the arm of his chair. “Confound it, girl, I only know what I’ve been told.”


“Sim, senhor,” Lamai murmured, her tone conciliatory. The mystery of this new European intrigued her. Despite the cruel trick Gaspar had just played, she couldn’t stop a stirring of hope in her bruised heart. It was the same whenever she encountered a new farang. There was always the chance that it might be her father. And if it wasn’t this man, then it could be the next. Or the next. So had she lived the past eight years in a state of heightened expectation. There was never enough time following a disappointment to be entirely let down before the anticipation of another new arrival buoyed her spirits.


“When do we go?”


“First light tomorrow. A shipment from Chiang Mai is expected any day, so I need this business concluded quickly.” One heavy, black-and-gray brow lifted. “Did this trip not involve unschooled peasants, I wouldn’t inconvenience you with accompanying me.”


Lamai heard his unspoken meaning. She was useful only because she could translate for him. He did not wish for her company otherwise. On another occasion, his increasing coldness toward her might have stung, but not this time. She ducked her head so he wouldn’t see her ghost of a smile. Wouldn’t it be amazing if this man who’d washed ashore was her father? A hundred times, a thousand, she’d imagined their reunion. “Here I am, Father,” she would say in his language, “your own dutiful daughter.” He would be crushed to learn of his wife’s death, but he would have Lamai, and she would be a comfort to him in his grief. That spark of hope, continually damped and rekindled, began to glow brighter.


“I’m pleased to assist you in this task, Khun Gaspar.” Her fingers tightly threaded together, she pressed her combined fist to her belly. She must not allow herself too much hope. In all likelihood, this was just another farang, not her father, at all.


“Knew I could depend on you.”


“Once we know the man’s identity and business, what shall we do? Bring him to the city?”


The white man snorted. “If he’s someone of interest to the ambassador, then by all means, we’ll collect him. Otherwise—if he’s competition—I intend to leave him where he is. He can find his own way.”


It seemed to Lamai there were many other possibilities. The man might be a world traveler. A visiting scholar. One of the missionaries the Christians were so fond of sending. Her father. But she held her peace as she took her leave, pressed her hands together, and bowed.


“It shall be as you say, Khun Gaspar.”


• • •


The following morning, just as the sun painted the sky in streaks of pink and gold before showing itself above the horizon, Lamai met Panit in the paddock outside the stable. Goui was harnessed and ready for travel, a canopied yaeng secured to her back over a large blanket. The carriage was large enough to carry four passengers if both cushioned seats were in place, but the back seat had been removed and Panit was busily arranging luggage in the empty space. The old lady calmly chomped grass while her mahout worked.


Lamai went to Wan Pen, who stood beside her nanny, anxiously swaying side-to-side. Her trunk, curled in a tight coil, stroked Goui’s side.


“Are you sure you want to take her?” Panit asked. “We’ll make better time if we only take Goui.”


“We must take her! The poor baby is afraid of Goui leaving without her. If Wan Pen stays home, she’ll cry the whole time we’re gone.” With hearts as gentle as their bodies were large, elephants formed close bonds with one another. The separation of a young elephant from her mother or nanny would be as upsetting for both parties as ripping a human child from her mother’s arms.


Panit bobbed his head in acknowledgment as Lamai stroked Wan Pen’s face, assuring the girl she’d not be left behind.


Lamai’s soothing and the additional enticement of a banana cheered Wan Pen. Lamai went into the stable to retrieve her tack. When she returned, Gaspar had made an appearance and was stepping up to his seat in the yaeng. Once again, he wore simple, loose-fitting clothes in the Thai style, though once the curtains were drawn around him, there would be no mistaking him for anything but a prosperous and important man.


At a word of command, Wan Pen knelt, allowing Lamai to toss up a pad before she scrambled up and settled herself just behind Wan Pen’s ears.


“Sure you know what you’re doing?” Panit scurried over. “Maybe it would be best if Wan Pen wore reins.”


“She’s had more training with this,” Lamai said, waggling the bamboo rod she held in her right hand.


“This morning, if you please.” Khun Gaspar was half-turned in his seat. “You and Panit can gossip on your own time.”


The mahout looked from Gaspar to Lamai and cocked his head in question, awaiting translation.


Lamai smiled. “He’s ready to go. Don’t worry about us,” she said, giving Wan Pen’s head a pat. “We’ll be fine.”


Panit made a sound that could have been interpreted as either agreement or doubt, then climbed onto Goui. At the click of his tongue, the huge animal rose, pressing one foot at a time into the soft earth. Wan Pen followed suit. Lamai gripped firm with her thighs, the elephant’s muscles rolling as she stood.


“Pai dai,” Lamai encouraged Wan Pen when Goui exited the paddock. Go ahead. The little girl fell into step behind her nanny.


Rain set in as they left Bangkok behind, and continued unabated for two days. The third day of travel offered a reprieve from the inundation, but the hot sun only lifted billowing clouds of steam from the saturated ground, with no hope of drying it out. In the late afternoon, they reached the village where the mystery farang was said to be found. It was a small fishing community, and the arrival of an august personage in the form of Khun Gaspar stirred excitement.


At a dried-fish stand, Lamai learned the European was being tended by the monks of the community’s wat. She purchased a sack of fish and made wai, bowing her thanks. Along with the mosquitoes, the rain had suppressed thoughts of finding her father, but hope surged during the final stretch of their journey.


They reached the wat in a quarter of an hour. It was a small compound, with a modest temple situated in a central pavilion, and other buildings scattered haphazardly across the grounds. All was neat and well tended, but by Bangkok standards, the provincial wat was decidedly unimpressive.


As they dismounted, a pair of monks scurried across the lawn, saffron robes flapping about their ankles. Panit and the monks took the elephants away.


Now dressed in European clothes, Gaspar’s torso was swathed in layers of shirt, waistcoat, and coat, all of it cut close to show his broad shoulders and thick waist. His collar was tied with a neck cloth knotted just below the chin. The costume must have been stifling, but he allowed no sign of discomfort, striding confidently in his long trousers to the temple. Lamai’s breath hitched when he started up the steps in shod feet, but just before reaching the top, he paused to slip out of his shoes. She exhaled a little sigh of relief.


Clutching the sack of dried fish, Lamai followed behind him. “Khun Gaspar,” she said sotto voce before he could cross the red threshold of the sanctuary. “Take this.” She thrust the parcel into his hands. “For making merit to the Jao Ar-wart, the head of the monastery.”


He drew back, dark eyes flashing. “I certainly will not!” he exclaimed, thrusting the fish back into her hands. “Respecting the decorum of your religious institutions is as far as I can bring myself to go. I’ll do nothing that could be misconstrued as participating in a faith ritual. Bowing to your priest would be an insult to God.”


“Please,” she begged. “We must make an offering. The monks won’t take it from me.”


His affronted expression melted into an amused smile. “Lest contact with your female person throws them into a lustful frenzy? I think they’re safe from your wiles, but very well, give me the food. Eve’s sin is a universal truth, I suppose. Who says we aren’t building bridges of understanding?” He snickered as he turned and entered the temple.


Inside the large, central chamber, Lamai only had time to bow three times to Lord Buddha, as the Jao Ar-wart, his office denoted by the crimson sash around his waist, was crossing the crimson rug to meet them. Lamai knelt respectfully. Gaspar only inclined his head, as though greeting a peer. Lamai was suffused with shame for his impudence.


“Bem vinda, senhor.” The old monk’s Portuguese was thickly accented, but he was obviously proud to greet Gaspar in the farang’s language. It would have stretched Gaspar’s limited grasp of Thai to return the greeting in kind. “My name is Thawichat. You’ve come from Bangkok to see our guest? You made excellent time.”


“How does he fare?” Gaspar asked.


“Better, but he still spends most of his day sleeping. He is taking food now. I think he will not perish.”


“Splendid. For your trouble.” Gaspar presented the bag of fish with a flourish, as though making a grand gift. Lamai could have combusted, her face was so hot with embarrassment. Thankfully, the men did not look in her direction.


“Oooh, obrigado, senhor.” The head monk politely made much of the humble contribution, gushing over Gaspar’s generosity instead of offering a blessing. Merit had not been made. Lamai sighed inwardly.


“You are most welcome to stay here,” Jao Ar-wart Thawichat said, “though your female servant must find accommodation in the village. We’ve no matron here.”


“No. She must stay with me.”


At that point, Lamai wished a mouth of hell would open beneath her and swallow her up. She was heartily glad Thawichat did not realize she understood the Portuguese conversation, else the shame she felt for Gaspar’s disregard of custom would have been too much to bear. Of course she must stay in the village if there was no woman to supervise! She’d never have supposed otherwise.


“Well . . . all right.” The Jao Ar-wart smiled warmly, only tension around his eyes betraying his displeasure. “If you’ll come with me, senhor, we can have tea while your servant sees to your things.”


Gaspar accompanied their host into a back room. When they were gone, Lamai touched her head to the floor, murmuring prayers and apologies to Buddha for the farang’s disrespect.


When she lifted herself, a monk was standing off to the side, quietly awaiting the completion of her prayers. Outside the sanctuary, he nodded to a group of quaint huts that lay beyond a narrow stream, arranged in a semicircle around a bed of flowers and statuary. “The guest quarters. The sick man is there.” The monk pointed to the far end of the arc. “Your master can have the closest—it’s the best. You must have your own, of course,” he said stiffly.


Lamai’s hands trembled, her gaze riveted on the unassuming structure on the far end of the row. Her father might be there. She might be mere moments from reuniting with her long-lost parent.


“And Panit, our mahout?” she asked, struggling to control herself. She wanted to sprint across the bridge, throw open the door of the hut, and put an end to the years of dreaming. She was ready to be a daughter. She was ready to have a family again.


“He wishes to stay with the elephants. Our livestock are there,” the monk gestured toward the rear of the property. They walked the rest of the way in silence, the monk keeping careful distance between himself and Lamai. He even waited for her to cross the narrow bridge before doing so himself, lest he inadvertently touch her, which would breach his vow of celibacy. “Your belongings will be brought shortly.”


Lamai thanked him for his hospitality and watched him return towards the stream. Gripping the end of her braid in a white-knuckled fist, she stepped away from the door. She couldn’t wait any longer.


The monk glanced over his shoulder at her. Lamai smiled and waved, then pointed at the flowers, as though she was captivated by the horticulture. The monk frowned, then continued on his way.


When she was sure it was safe, she darted between huts and circled around the back side to the one at the far end—the one that held her father.


Her heart pounded in her ears as she pressed herself to the western wall, the low-hanging sun drenching the wooden slats in yellow light. In the center of the wall was an open window. Lamai crept to it, slowly rising to peek over the ledge. She could scarcely breathe.


The interior of the hut was dim, though she detected a man’s recumbent form on the futon. She squinted, willing her sight to adjust.


His back was turned to the window. Sun-browned white skin slid over a lean frame as he inhaled and exhaled regularly in slumber, as Jao Ar-wart Thawichat had said. The skin was smooth, young.


Her heart teetered, but she refused to give up hope just yet. Her father would be young beyond his years, healthy and robust to make such a perilous journey.


As she struggled to make out the color of his hair, the man turned onto his back, and the sun washed over his head, illuminating a head of shaggy, middling brown locks.


Lamai’s father was fair. Golden-fair and English, her mother used to say. Beautiful and pale.


This man was not her father, she thought, choking on a wave of bitterness. This man was nobody. He was just another stupid farang.



Chapter Three


There came a time when Harrison awakened himself, rather than at the prodding of his caretaker. He lay on his stomach, arms flung wide. Sunlight streamed through unglazed windows in the whitewashed wall. He was not, he found, in a bed, as such, but rather on a cushioned pallet on the floor. From his position, Harrison saw a low, wooden table upon which rested a bowl filled with flowers. A green lizard, about four inches in length, scuttled across the wall. On the wooden floor close to his pallet was a trunk—his trunk. The sight of it caused emotion to swell in his chest. Perhaps because it was something familiar in this unfamiliar place, but too, its presence was evidence of kindness. The trunk may have been emptied of valuables, but Harrison didn't think so. Here—wherever here was—he was safe.
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