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		For Mum and Dad, always with me.
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		No finer, greater gift than that, when man and woman possess their home: two minds, two hearts that work as one.
 Odyssey: Book 6, Verse 163-7
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		Prologue

								

	
				Ban Takkien Village, Thalang[1]. 15th September 1756
 The girl awoke with a start, the threads of a dark dream unravelling as she emerged into piercing sunlight. She lay there awhile, breathing deep and slow, in rhythm with the familiar ‘tok tok’ of the pestle on mortar wafting in through the open window without so much as a breath of air to accompany it. The sweltering heat of earlier had solidified into a thick wet binding that clung to her moist, sticky body. She rose unsteadily, swollen and sweat-drenched, dampening a cloth and pressing it to her forehead, her neck, between her breasts and thighs – but felt little relief. The water was as warm as her sweat.
 Wandering onto the veranda where the house girls were pounding and peeling, chopping and grinding in preparation for the evening meal, she squatted down beside them, her belly resting on a cushion. The sky was a blinding blue, the air a little fresher outside. She settled herself in, taking comfort in the idle chatter of the servants. Picking up a basket of beans, she began pinching and trimming, grateful for something practical to while away the dreary humid hours of late afternoon.
 ‘Rain’s coming,’ Boon murmured, glancing up at the sky. The girl raised her eyes to the heavens. Sure enough, amongst the patches of blue, white clouds were foaming, milk on the boil. She breathed out slowly, waiting for the welcome breeze that would herald the daily rains. But no cooling relief followed. Instead, the afternoon grew even more sultry, pressure rising and her head swelling as if to burst. 
 ‘You feeling alright, my lady?’ Boon asked, noticing how quiet and pale she looked. She shrugged, returning a wan smile. Boon Lek, on the nodded direction of her mother, ran off to fetch some cool ginger tea; she gratefully sipped at it, pressing the terracotta beaker against her head and cheeks. Darker clouds were now scudding in, casting the grounds around the house in shadow. At last, the leaves began to rustle. The breeze picked up and became a wind. The longed-for shower was imminent, the rain moving in fast. Gathering up their utensils, the servants fled inside, but she shook her head at their proffered hands. The cool air felt soothing on her cumbersome body. She would sit a while longer.
 Within minutes, however, the trees were swaying ominously, then leaves and twigs broke off and swirled around, like malevolent sprites. A great storm was approaching, no mere tropical downpour. Heavy drops of rain spattered the parched dust, turning the dry red earth to mud in seconds. Then the deluge broke. 
 Water hammered on the roof and ran in rivers through the compound, pulling everything with it. Their clay forecourt was already a pond, fed by rivulets bursting out of every spout and gulley. The afternoon became as night: dark skies shattered by blinding cracks and sheets of lightning, accompanied by shuddering thunder blasts. But only when the rising floodwater began to wash the veranda itself did the girl – already drenched – struggle to her feet, suddenly afraid in the face of the awesome power of nature. 
 A stabbing pain almost knocked her back to her knees as she straightened up, forcing her to grasp the door frame for support. Doubled over and groaning, she screamed, aghast at the sight beneath her, where a different torrent was now pooling. Her body was shedding its own downpour.
 ‘Help me! My waters have broken!’ 
 This was no ordinary September storm. For years to come people would speak of the unnatural force of that terrible day and night which took so many lives and destroyed so many homes, flooding tin mines and wiping out an entire rice crop. Trees were uprooted, houses blown down, children swept from their mother’s arms, whole families drowned. Even those who remained safe did not pass unaffected through the jaws of the fearsome cyclone. Livelihoods were shattered. It took years for the survivors to rebuild and recover. 
 Some said it was a sign that the south was entering a time of dire misfortune, others that the Burmese were coming, which amounted to much the same thing. Another theory accused the Christian god of conjuring winds and rain to punish the people of Thalang for attacking a ship of the British Company in Tharua Bay. The crew had been massacred and all its goods stolen. The governor had blamed the sultan of Queddah, the sultan had accused the Siamese authorities. Who knew how it had begun? All that mattered was that they were suffering for it. 
 In the house of Chom Rang, leader of the Ban Takkien clan, one of the richest and most influential Siamese on the island, that night had another significance. During the storm, a child was born to his third and youngest daughter, Lady Thong Di. It was a long and difficult labour, made more so by the climactic conditions, a terrifying background to the event, as well as a practical difficulty. It had been impossible to bring a midwife from the village, for no one dared to set forth in such weather.
 Not that this bothered Lady Thong Di’s Malay mother, Mahsia. She offered up a silent prayer of thanks that the storm was keeping away the village witches, for she had had the foresight to employ a Malay bidan, who knew the proper way of birthing a Muslim child. Mahsia tied her daughter’s hair back with a scripted headcloth containing sacred words to protect her through her ordeal. But the household was uneasy; most of the ladies in attendance were Siamese. They feared that if the propitious Buddhist rites were not carried out, all the signs proclaimed that on this awful night the child and mother might not survive. 
 Thong Di’s older sisters, Lady Chan and Lady Mook, both already mothers, were present – and they had little truck with their mother’s Queddah ways. They did, however, allow the massage of the abdomen to help the baby work its way down. They also approved of the steaming of the birth channel that had greatly eased their own labours, supporting their little sister as she squatted over the bowl of hot water-infused herbs and roots. But they also insisted on the Siamese customary sprinkling with water boiled in pak plang and maiyarah, then hung a plaited garland of these same vegetables about Thong Di’s neck. 
 When her pains reached intensity and they feared the child might be stuck in the passage, they even sent out a few girls, risking their lives in the lightning and the flood, to tie lengths of silk brocade around the roots of the tahkian tree, so that the nang mai would protect Thong Di in her labours. A sarong of sturdy cloth was then secured around the rafters and the two women sat behind as buttresses while the younger sister clung on and began to push. Meanwhile, Mahsia clucked and fussed and muttered prayers to counteract the pagan nonsense. 
 The windows and doors were all wide open to chase out evil spirits, but on that stormy night it resulted in the driving rain beating its path inside the house. Everyone was cold and damp. In an outer room, Martim Rozells paced up and down, as befitted a prospective father, ignoring the disapproving glances and muttered complaints of his father-in-law that he should be in the birth room holding his wife as she laboured. Martim had refused point blank. No self-respecting Christian man would be present at such a moment. Nor did he wish to observe all the profane practices that he was sure the silly women would be carrying out. He had instructed one of the Eurasian servants to pin a holy medal and a crucifix onto Thong Di’s sarong as a talisman against the vagaries of childbirth and the evils of the spirits summoned up by the rest. It had been his original intent that one of the nuns from the mission would be present at the delivery, but the storm had put paid to that notion. Now all he could do was toss down brandy, say endless decades of the rosary, and chase out the Muslim fellow who had been sent by his mother-in-law to chant some misbegotten mantras.
 In the dawn light, with a constant rain still beating down but the violence of the storm finally abating, a cooling breeze and a watery light found its way into the foetid chamber. And on that blessed portent of the return of peace after chaos, the baby girl finally entered the world. She was small but perfectly formed. Her first cries were strong. Smiles beamed all around. The little girl was fair skinned – so white that Thong Di wondered how such a pale child could have come from her own body. The baby’s hair was sparse but what was there was brown. Her eyes were midnight blue. The women of the chamber gasped at this unusual little one.
 ‘She will be a great beauty, Lady Thong Di!’ 
 ‘She will win many hearts!’
 ‘A golden child from a golden mother!’
 The attendants all kept to themselves what they really thought. The baby was a luk kreung, a half breed, more farang than Siamese. Had she been born looking more like her dark pretty mother then she would be better able to fit in. But who would want a child like this for other than a plaything? She had been born in the night of the storm. It was a bad omen for sure.
 Thong Di was delighted in her daughter, but unsure how Martim might react; he had hoped for a son. Yet no sooner had he seen the little child than he beamed with pride. His daughter was a beauty. She favoured his people. ‘It is better to have a daughter first! She can look after her brother when he comes next!’ he laughed.
 Lady Chan and Lady Mook, the elder sisters, agreed with Martim. ‘It is certainly far better to have a daughter,’ they whispered between themselves. ‘Men are useless, good for nothing but making babies and holding public office. And if she has no brains, she will have at least her beauty. She might even be chosen for her fair skin as a royal concubine!’
 ‘Praise be Allah, the almighty and merciful!’ whispered Mahsia. ‘Thank God it is a girl! Easier to raise her in the true faith. My kafir son-in-law is sure to bother more about a son than a daughter!’ She seemed to have forgotten how little success she had had in raising her own five children as Muslims. 
 As he buried the placenta beneath the ta-khian tree in thanks to the nang mai for a safe delivery, Chom Rang ruminated on the events of the night. He was worried about the losses he had sustained. The rice crop was ruined. Word had arrived that several of his boats had been destroyed with full cargoes and, most worrying of all, many of his labourers had perished. Who would now work his land and mines? But still, he was grateful for the gift of a girl. Female children were always good for the family. His sons were the opposite: spoiled wastrels, more interested in gambling, smoking opium and whoring than expanding the family fortune. His daughters were well named: Silver Moon, Lustrous Pearl and Shining Gold – his precious treasures. They had good heads for business, understood the intricacies of the political climate, and had married husbands who had brought great benefits to the family. All in all, he was a lucky man. He would simply have to raise rents and taxes to recoup his loss.
 ‘What shall we call her?’ Martim asked his wife as she was being wrapped in her binding cloth. It was good for the womb, or so they said. Martim had turned his back while the women worked, still embarrassed by the whole business of birth and confinement. But he already loved to hold his little girl, marvelling at her perfect tiny features and the tightly curled fingers that wound around his own.
 Thong Di smiled. ‘I shall call her Ma Li,’ she told him. ‘She is so white and fragrant!’
 ‘Jasmine flower? So common! Half the girls in Thalang have that name!’ he exclaimed.
 ‘But none are so white and fair as she!’ Thong Di reminded him.
 ‘True. She is fair skinned, like a tiny perfect pearl. My little Mutiara! Yet, I believe we should choose a Christian name to favour her European features and my ancestors.’
 A fleeting frown crossed Thong Di’s brow. She was unsure that identifying her baby by name as a farang would be the best course of action, although she knew better than to openly oppose her husband. ‘An excellent idea, Mah Tim. You must choose!’ Whatever he named her, she would always be Ma Li in the house. And who could even pronounce his strange other name, Roh-Se-Las? Everyone called him Khun Mah Tim. It sounded Siamese.
 Martim paused awhile to give the matter some thought. ‘She should be named for my beloved grandmother. As was I. We shall call her Martinha!’
 Lady Thong Di tried out the unfamiliar name. ‘Mah-Ti-Nah? What does it mean in Portuguese language?’
 ‘It is the same as my name, Martim, but for girls. I think it means warrior, the great god of war, something like that.’
 She smiled. ‘Ma Li will be a great warrior! I like it. We will baptise her Mah Ti Nah!’
 ‘It is also the name of a great French saint, I believe. My grandmother was half French, you know? The daughter of the priest at the mission,’ Martim added.
 Thong Di shrugged. Saints, gods, spirits, holy men. It was all the same to her. This was Thalang. All races and people lived here. Each brought their own gods and ways. The more the better. 
 ‘A strong name for a strong woman. That is my Ma Li.’ She reached out her arms for her child and then settled the baby at her breast. Her fingers stroked the strands of baby hair on the delicate scalp. ‘But we must still shave her head on the seventh day. It will help her hair to grow. Mother insists. It is a Malay custom …’
 

	The Siamese name for Phuket. It was also known as Jangsylan (or Junk Ceylon) by Europeans, and Ujung Salang by Malays. ↵
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		The Business of Matrimony

								

	
				The Governor’s Residence, Tharua, Jangsylan[1]. January 1765
 The reflection in the cloudy mirror brought the merest glimmer of satisfaction to Lady Chan’s perfectly arranged face. Carefully unfolding herself from her stool so as not to disarray either her clothes or makeup, she resumed her serene appraisal of herself, her eye more critical than vain. The agile fingers of her girls deftly arranged her sabai over one shoulder, tweaking and smoothing the heavy red and gold brocade of her skirt and bodice. They adjusted the elaborate hair knot woven with fresh jasmine and delicate pearls and crowned in gold. Final touches were added to the bridal outfit: chains of gold and jewelled pendants about her neck, then heavy ruby earrings. Bangles were eased onto her wrists and ankles. Cloying fragrance was sprayed around, like incense before a shrine. 
 And all the while, Lady Chan, skin whitened to a porcelain mask and eyes kohl black, stared at this marble image of her true self. It was exactly as she had planned. Without a doubt, the guests would recognise her erb-im, the inner beauty and spiritual perfection that would mark her out as a lady of the highest nobility. She looked younger than her years, still ripe for marriage and breeding, but with the added bounty of status, proven fertility and an aptitude for commerce and politics. Along with her undoubted beauty, Phaya Pimon was a very fortunate man indeed.
 Her outer composure, however, belied the turbulent inner world of her mind’s eye. A panoply of the past made its stately progress through her memory. Her younger self, a bride of fourteen, shy and love-sick, breathless with anticipation. So much for love, Chan thought. Her indulgent father had rejoiced when a young noble from Phang Na province had fallen for her. A marriage made in heaven, or so he had said. Naïvely she had thought herself blessed among her peers to marry for love. The handsome face and noble bearing of her late husband appeared before her in the mirror as on that other wedding day, twenty years before. Then the years rolled forward to the night she had cast him off for good. How to compare that charming boy to the bloated, wasted wreck of a man he had become, eaten up by disease and dissolute living! Better to marry for anything but love, she now knew. 
 It seemed to Lady Chan that marriage itself was little different from business and public life in general. Love belonged to a wholly other part of life and its private pleasures. If a man and woman were pragmatic and respectful towards each other, they could enjoy the fruits of both. In marriage, one side has something to sell, the other wishes to buy. What could be simpler? Agree a contract and form a partnership. As long as each enters the contract fully aware, then all parties can be satisfied. And just like commerce, a wise vendor or a sensible customer knows the other will never be constantly faithful to the terms of the agreement. For that is business! The thrill of the bargain lies in pitting one’s wit against another’s in the dealings to come. Exactly like marriage! Not that Lady Chan was in much doubt about the outcome of today’s matrimonial contract; she already knew Phaya Pimon would be exactly where she wanted him. Most specifically, far away from home – at least in the near future – in his capacity as governor of a mainland province. She would be a virtual free agent on the island, able to make full use of her father’s elevated rank and her husband’s royal connections. And perhaps find discreet opportunities for love along the way.
 The wedding party set off for Wat Tha Rua carried by uniformed bearers, as befitted the eldest daughter of the ruler of Thalang. Her esteemed father, Phraya Chom Rang, recently appointed governor of the island, settled back on silk cushions and acknowledged the admiration of the gathered crowds with impassive conceit, his face a study in inscrutable superiority. It was not often that an event of such opulent magnificence was seen in humble Tharua port. The locals were out in force, struggling to secure a vantage from which to gawp at their betters. How intensely gratifying to seal his gubernatorial appointment with such a propitious marriage, especially when it gave him the opportunity to flaunt his many successes in the face of the other noble clans of the island. 
 Despite the uncertainty of the times, the Ban Takkien had risen to the very top of the heap, all due to his genius. They were now the pre-eminent family on the island, their influence reaching as far as the southern Vice-Regency of Ligor itself: the current viceroy, his own second cousin, had personally appointed him governor of the island. The Takkien clan ruled supreme and unchallenged. To his delight would be added his daughter’s imminent alliance with Phaya Pimon, the governor of mainland Phattalung province. The family was now unassailable. Not that he was himself insensible to the bitter whispers behind his back that his luck would soon run out if the Burmese attacked again. ‘Those who rise too high have much further to fall’, so his rivals warned. Chom Rang was unconcerned. Another invasion might even work to his advantage. ‘When the floods arrive, bring a jar’ or so they say. For how could the king at Ayutthaya interfere in the distant south if the Burmese embroiled them in hostilities again? 
 The procession reached Wat Tha Rua, situated on a hill facing east overlooking the bay. The temple buildings and grounds were lush with flowers, offerings and candles. Yellow cloth garlanded the stupas and statues. Pungent smoke from incense burners swirled in opaque clouds, mingling with the heady mists of ylang ylang and jasmine oils, those twin perfumes of matrimonial bliss. Gongs clanged, bells chimed, and chanting monks droned. The wedding party was crossing the threshold from the mundane into the divine.
 Lord Chom Rang secured his high-pointed lomphok on his head and led his daughter into the shrine hall. It had taken months to reach this day while negotiations to decide the bride price had travelled back and forth. Complex consultations with astrologers had dragged on and on until a mutually auspicious date had finally been agreed upon. Meanwhile the couple was not getting any younger. Chom Rang had feared that Pimon might even pass away before this day was reached. Ever mindful of the price of everything, the governor could not help but calculate the cost of these extended celebrations. This time better be worth its promise, he mused, unlike Chan’s first disastrous foray. Still, his new role as governor would offer ample opportunities to refill his personal treasure chests again. 
 His daughter was radiant, as he had expected, outshining every woman in her beauty and poise, with the exception of her sister, Lady Thong Di who – to her credit – had dressed simply so as not to court comparison with her elder sister on her special day. His youngest daughter was always impeccable in matters of etiquette. It was a pity that his middle girl, Lady Mook, had not done the same. She was injudiciously decked out in a gaudy brocade of many colours with too much paint upon her face, more dancing girl than noblewoman. Nor had the girl inherited the beauty of her Malay mother. Mahsia claimed she had Arab blood, accounting for her fine features and abundant dark brown hair. Chom Rang suspected it was more Chulia from the Coromandel. Poor Mook favoured her stocky father, with thick ankles and a moon face. But she had made a good marriage and was happy enough with her lot in life. Silly woman, though. She would never be able to compete. It was seemlier not to play the peacock when you only had the attributes of a common duck.
 He glanced back at his wife bringing up the rear, his tempestuous Mahsia, still an attractive woman and a force to be reckoned with. Her public disdain for the occasion, muttering prayers to ward off the pollution of entering a temple, quietly amused him. Almost forty years on, she was as resolute in her opposition to Buddhist ritual as on the day of their own marriage. Mahsia was dressed in Muslim garb, her head shrouded in a vast songket shawl, refusing to allow anyone to see her face. No wonder his daughters were so spirited.
 Chom Rang bowed his head to acknowledge the arrival of his sons with their wives, concubines and who knew how many children, and felt the usual acute pang of unfulfilled promise. How strange the disposition of his family! He had bred a weighing scale: Lady Chan and Lady Thong Di in one basket, his sons on the other side, and sturdy Lady Mook holding the fulcrum in balance. The girls were his treasures, and the boys, Tha Wan and Sa Ming, the bad karma of his existence. He blamed his wife, of course. She had indulged her sons all their lives. Thus, his family achieved the Middle Way; perhaps the Dharma decreed it should be so. He had accepted it long ago. Almost.
 His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of the party of the groom accompanied by the piping of flutes. Phaya Pimon came first, richly dressed in yellow silken chong kraben and a high-collared jacket of gold-edged blue brocade, sporting an impossibly tall lomphok. Undoubtedly, he was of noble bearing but still as ugly as a toad, despite his finery. Not that it mattered in the least, thought the governor. Princely lineage was more than sufficient to blind anyone to repulsive features. 
 The governor made his formal wai of greeting then stepped back to proffer his daughter forward. Lady Chan meekly took her place beside her future husband. Before the golden statue of the Lord Buddha, the couple bowed deeply, lit candles and incense, and arranged garlands of flowers around the lotus base. Then they fell to their knees in obeisance, touching their foreheads to the marble floor as humble supplicants, whilst chanting the invocation to the Buddha.
 Mahsia hid her face, reciting her own verses even louder, hands uplifted to the heavens that she might shut out the recitation and beseech forgiveness for her attendance at this unclean event. But she could not resist peeping. With satisfaction, she observed when slaves bore in a weighty teak box containing Phaya Pimon’s dowry gift, sizeable enough even to please her. When the time came, she unwillingly submitted to partaking in the ritual herself, initially feigning hesitation until her husband firmly gripped her arm, giving her no choice but to comply. Together they looped the rope of jasmine flowers around the new couple to join them and tied the silken cord around their wrists to bind them for the rest of their lives. Or until they divorced, Mahsia thought wryly. When the monks came forward to begin their long and tedious mantras, she retreated again into her private prayers, ignoring when the couple’s foreheads were anointed with a dot of fragrant wax. That seemed close to forbidden magic to her. Her disapproval rose another notch.
 Lady Thong Di was also conflicted by her presence in the temple. Martim had shuffled uncomfortably from the start until he had insisted on taking the children into the temple grounds to play ‘so that they would not disturb the occasion’. It was an excuse. Her husband did not feel it godly to be witness to heathen practices, nor did he wish his children to be overly exposed to the ancestral beliefs. Her feelings were more complicated. For many years she had worshipped the Christian god and attended Mass at the mission. She had not entered the wat since her girlhood. Yet the familiar rituals and the awesome stillness of the Lord Buddha filled her with a peace she seldom experienced on her knees before the bleeding Christ on his brutal cross. It flooded her with guilt that Lord Jesus’ great sacrifice for mankind did not touch her soul as much as the gentle inward gaze of the Enlightened One. Would she be punished for her sacrilegious thoughts? ‘Dear God, forgive me. I have no choice. It is my sister’s wedding day!’
 Her eyes strayed over to her children, Martinha and Felipe, chasing about outside with their many cousins, shepherded by Martim and a host of servants. Love washed away her self-reproach. They were different from the rest. Special. Touched by a golden brush. They would never belong in this wat. It was right for them to be raised the Christian way. Jesus welcomed everyone, whatever their colour, creed or language, as the priests told them. She had accepted estrangement for their sake. It was the price that must be paid.
 Turning her focus back to the wedding couple, Thong Di shuddered inwardly at the prospect of her sister’s coming intimacy in the bed of her new husband. Imagine Phaya Pimon touching her slender body, his gnarled hands on her smooth dusky skin, and his fleshy lips sucking on her tender mouth! Yet her sister, for her part, seemed almost to relish the alliance. Lady Chan was delighted to have landed the governor of Phattalung for a husband – even if she would spend very little time with him over the coming years. He could not join her as a husband should, for he must reside in his province at the king’s command. Perhaps that was why Chan was so eager to wed him? All the benefits of a marriage without any of the disadvantages. Apart from tonight, of course. That she would be unable to avoid. 
 

	The European name for Phuket, also Junk Ceylon. ↵
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		The Stones of Immortality

								

	
				Tharua town, Jangsylan. February 1765
 A few weeks later, when all the festivities had run their course, Lady Mook and Lady Thong Di were sent on a somewhat delicate mission on behalf of their father. Now that life had returned to normal, it was time to begin the task of ensuring that the business of this busy trading community continued to pass through the proper channels. By that, of course, Governor Chom Rang meant through his hands. Every transaction, import, export, raw material and item of produce must render its due portion to the new governor of Thalang, the expected compensation for the honourable lord who shouldered the onerous commitments of public office.
 In the months leading up to his appointment, control had either been weak or non-existent. As a result, the regular collection of rents, taxes and duties had languished. It was time to rectify this sorry state of affairs. ‘When the cat is not there, the mice are happy,’ Chom Rang had reminded his daughters. ‘In recent times, the people have made profit out of the state’s loss. It is my noble duty, not only to reinstate the correct levies, but also to gather in back debts.’ The governor spoke with no apparent sense of absurdity. He was enjoined to pay the royal treasury a set tribute. Everything else collected went straight into the governor’s own coffers. But who of all ‘people’ had benefited more than Chom Rang himself during this recent interregnum? As a private citizen, he had lined his pockets for years on his many sources of undeclared income. He knew every devious trick to avoid taxation. Which made him the ideal choice for high office, of course. Who better than he to root out those who shirked their civic responsibility? 
 As a royal appointee, naturally, it was unbecoming for him to soil his own hands in commerce, nor could he rely on local agents – who would cream off goodly sums for themselves, the dogs. A nobleman had only one recourse – his family. His two sons would be his representatives, the public face, but they could never be trusted to be in sole charge. His preference as deputy was his eldest daughter, Lady Chan, his usual business partner, but she was still enjoying her first weeks of marital harmony at their country estate. Fate had gifted him two other daughters. This was the ideal time to involve them in family affairs.
 Which found the two women early one morning making their way by bearer through the most insalubrious alleys of Tharua, heading for Chinatown. It was a distasteful journey. The stench from open sewers blocked by animal carcasses and human detritus jostled for entrance to their genteel noses with the alien reek of unsavoury food stuffs. Thong Di held a cloth soaked in perfume against her face; her sister had sticks of cinnamon and lemongrass bound in pandanus leaf. Despite the steamy interior of the litter, the sisters chose not to open the curtains. They wished neither to be seen nor observed, although few who witnessed their procession were ignorant of their identity. Rumour circulated faster than disease in this small port settlement.
 At their destination, they stepped down into a street less squalid than the surrounding alleys. From upper windows, scantily clad girls with pale dreamy faces and dark hollow eyes leaned over to observe them. There was money in these establishments, even if it was coin shamefully befouled by degrading trades. Shrouding themselves with shawls, as much to hide from the vile sights as to disguise themselves, the sisters hurried through an unremarkable doorway into a narrow corridor, leaving their slaves and ladies out on the street. This was personal business. 
 It was gloomy and silent within in sharp contrast to the bright morning sunshine outside, as though neither light nor sound had ever penetrated this dusty interior. Up a rickety staircase they went, brushing against customers – more shades than human beings – who flattened themselves against the wall as they passed. They were led into a room overlooking the front of the building. Or rather not overlooking anything; the windows were firmly shuttered. It was always night in there. 
 Scattered candles cast dim pools of pale-yellow light, illuminating random objects. Flickering shadows from tiny burners sent thin fingers creeping up the bare plaster walls. The room smelt rank, of bitter-sweet odour, smoke, and the underlying stench of humanity. As their eyes adjusted, rectangular shapes formed themselves into mahogany beds inlaid with mother-of-pearl, an incongruous luxury in the bare and shabby chamber. No doubt, this was the best room in the house, meant for the rich to enjoy in private. In the middle ground, a low teak table rose before them, host to a tray of scattered paraphernalia. And lying on the bed, attended by a squatting, sullen-faced girl, was their brother, Tha Wan, dressed only in his loincloth. His neck was stretched back on a wooden headrest and his eyes were closed. By his side lay his pipe.
 Mook waved her hand in imperious dismissal; the girl fled. Thong Di flung back the shutters. Sunlight darted into every unfamiliar corner, a starving animal searching out its prey. Tha Wan groaned, hands to eyes, muttering foul curses. He was awake but hardly sensible.
 ‘Get up, miserable wretch!’ Mook commanded. ‘Your honourable father needs you. Matters of government await.’
 ‘Fuck off,’ growled her brother, rolling over and scrabbling for his pipe. His fingers fumbled, knocking it to the floor. It was an elegant piece, ornate silver bowl with ivory stem. The pipe of a man of wealth and status. Opium cared not from whence you came. 
 ‘You want me to send in the men to drag you out? If you come easily, we will take you home to bathe and change your soiled linens. And eat. You look dreadful. Have you been here all night?’ 
 His answer was a shrug.
 ‘If you choose the hard way, and we have to use force, you will be taken straight to Father. Who will be mightily entertained to see you, no doubt. Or perhaps you would prefer brother Sa Ming was given your duties? If they have become too onerous for you –’
 Tha Wan’s grunt was accompanied by his struggle to rise. The sisters did not assist him. With his feet finally planted on the floor, he sank his head into his hands and rubbed at his temples. ‘Cease your prattle, you witch. I am coming. I will behave. I promise to be a good boy. So, your new role is nursemaid to your brother, is it? What an important responsibility! But, you’re a woman. What else can you aspire to than minding wayward children? Look at you, with your thick legs and fat, piggy face! Who would want you for the only other thing a woman is use for?’ He raised his ashen face, his lips parted in a feral sneer. 
 Lady Thong Di stepped forward and slapped her brother hard across his face. ‘You’re lucky Chan is not here today or she would have broken that pipe across your sorry head! I am somewhat gentler in my approach. But no less adamant. Lady Mook and I are here, not because we are your servants, but because we are the right hand of our honourable father. Lord Chom Rang requires you to put your name to several documents by which you are to assign all your rights as agents of the governor to me and my sisters. From now on, you merely act as go-between in matters of commerce and tax farming. Ladies of nobility do not dirty their hands with common traders and tin miners. But, as your hands are all already mired in filth, it shouldn’t bother you one bit.’
 Her brother’s gaze speared her with darts of impotent rage but he possessed neither the strength nor will to oppose his sisters in any meaningful way. Tha Wan might be a pathetic and self-indulgent man but he was no fool where his own self-interest was concerned. In return for his compliance, he would be rewarded with wealth enough to drink, gamble and smoke himself to an early death. Her elder brother would never raise sufficient energy to free himself from either his opium cravings or his sibling oppressors. How beneficial the ‘stones of immortality’ were in maintaining the harmony of the family!
 The sordid business of the day done, Lord Tha Wan was dispatched home to be bathed and restored. The sisters now intended to reward themselves for their successful undertaking. Why waste the visit into town without making the most of its attractions? Rumour had it that the market was a hive of activity, busier than ever of late. Traders had been running riot moving stock before the imminent imposition of even heavier duties. Merchants had flocked to Thalang in recent weeks, expecting easy terms. The central marketplace near the harbour was alive with more than the usual merchants, both foreign and local, all keen to take advantage of the current situation, which everyone knew was about to change. 
 The place was swarming, yet in moments a swathe was cleared for the noble party. People with money to spend were easily recognised. Lady Mook and Lady Chan insisted on alighting, having no intention of merely observing from the distance of their chair while their maids had all the fun. From then on, they browsed like other customers, closely flanked by their ladies and the anxious guards, all nervous of the possible dangers in such milling crowds. If anything happened to the ladies, their lives would be on the line.
 A dizzying array of faces and costumes met them as they wandered, the entire archipelago on display. Siamese, Malays, Chulias, Arabs, Chinese, Javanese, Buginese, Achinese, Burmese, and many others they could only guess at, mixed cheek-by-jowl with local businessmen. Everyone was shouting at once in an organised hurly-burly of commerce: sing-song calls from vendors advertising wares, fierce arguments over prices, cries of feigned horror at exorbitant requests, the to-and-fro of bargaining, raucous laughter when deals were struck, curses vented when a sale fell through. Even more surprising in this polyglot mob, business was entirely conducted in a bastardised Malay that somehow did the trick. Everyone seemed to understand well enough. Barely a word of Siamese was spoken.
 To amble about this hectic place was an experience unimaginable in the cool, calm halls of home. Despite the mire underfoot and the press of unwashed bodies, the unfamiliar din and the lack of any of the accepted courtesies, the noble ladies were visibly affected by the dynamic energy and ingenious spirit of the place, perceptible enough almost to be a living, breathing force. This was the lifeblood of these people, the common thread that brought them together in a language of commerce as old as time, an instinct shared by all. There was always money to be made, even in the humblest trade. 
 It seemed to Lady Thong Di that every item she had ever dreamed of – and some she had never even imagined – were located somewhere in the maze of stalls, the little bamboo shacks, and the wooden shophouses. Those who did not even own a cart, placed a mat upon the dusty ground and laid their wares out before them. And both rich and poor were not too proud to squat and browse. Luxury items and humble fare were jumbled together in haphazard harmony. One never knew quite what to expect. There was almost too much choice, the sisters agreed. It made their heads spin.
 Selected merchants were usually invited to their home, bringing requested goods for their perusal. But here, the choice was limitless. There was much to tempt the idle shopper that would never have been on their list of needs. ‘Buy now, one time only, never see again, this my last one, genuine copy, come pretty lady, your husband will approve, don’t miss your chance, best price, made for the Emperor of China … !’ Textiles, gold and silver jewellery, gemstones, pearls, copper goods, silverware, vibrant feathers, silk purses and beaded slippers, fine ceramics, perfumes and oils, birds’ nests, spices, pretty song birds, and all manner of other luxuries were arrayed side-by-side with wooden items, woven baskets, terracotta pots, local fruits and vegetables, chillies, pungent roots, fresh fish and prawns, slabs of pork, live chickens and ducks, jars of oil, sacks of rice, pungent kapi and belacan, sour-sweet nam pla, dried fish and fermented beancurd. The smells and colours, textures and sounds bewitched their senses. It was impossible not to lose all sense of time – and all good sense itself – with such enticements on show. 
 In one corner of the square there were even people for sale, slaves of every race, age and gender. They stood or crouched in groups, some hostile, some traumatised, some acquiescent, some fearful, depending no doubt on the circumstances of their slavery. There were debtors either selling themselves or sold by their families; there were the desperate poor for whom slavery was a preferable option to freedom; others were criminals who had been spared the lash, or even worse. Of course, a number were also innocents snatched from nearby settlements by pirates. No one asked where the slaves came from. No one cared. 
 The children were the most wretched: dirty, tear-stained faces, matted hair, and eyes that had already seen too much. Lady Thong Di was sad but realistic. Slavery might be anyone’s fate. Who knew what lay in one’s future? Jesus said all men were equal in the face of God but that was the law of heaven. Here on earth, if your town was raided, your army lost the battle, or your ship was boarded, everyone knew what to expect, whether lowborn or nobleman. She thought about the slaves her family owned. It wasn’t such a bad existence. They were well fed and happy, their lot much better than the average poor farmer. Life was cruel as well as kind. Better to accept and make the best of it.
 The sisters wandered back and forth until their girls were heavily laden with cloth, bangles, feathers, and wooden toys for the children. Durians were in season; they filled a basket, sampling the different varieties first before making their choices. At another stall, they tasted little cakes, fried bananas, dumplings and pastries filled with meat and spices. They drank fresh coconut water from the shell and ate slices of its fragrant flesh until their fingers were sticky. 
 More even than the shopping itself, Thong Di was thrilled by an unaccustomed taste of independence. She was now a mature married woman, a mother herself, from a family of standing. A future role in the commercial life of the island had been bestowed upon her. From now on, a different life presented, one where she could enjoy a public existence without fear of scandal or reproach, like her older sisters. Thong Di was only just beginning to understand the possibilities that lay ahead for her. Best of all, on this most satisfying of shopping expeditions, she had paid out not a single coin. Every trader made the flamboyant gesture of refusing to take payment from the honourable governor’s beloved daughters. They were grabbing the chance to make a good impression on the members of the ruling house. Future benefits were worth more than a sale.
 By midday, hot and weary, the noble party headed for home, longing now for the silent pavilions of the governor’s residence. The streets were busy at the height of the trading day hindering their progress, until their vehicle finally came to a complete stop, and then remained stationary for some time. Inside the sedan, the air was stifling, almost impossible to breathe. Sweat ran down their faces and necks, between their breasts and into every hot and sticky crevice. Lady Mook could stand it no longer. She thrust aside the curtain, fanning herself.
 ‘Why are we waiting?’ 
 Her ladies walking behind, clustered round. ‘No one knows, my Lady. We cannot pass. There’s too much traffic! Nor can we see ahead.’
 Motioning for her sister to join her, they both gamely set forth, the guards hurrying to clear a route until they reached the bottleneck ahead, where the road from the jetty intersected with their path. A huge mob had gathered, swelling as they watched. There was no obvious way for their chair to pass until this crowd had dispersed. Thus, with little choice, the sisters carried on, their curiosity piqued to find the cause of so much excitement, until they emerged on the edge of an open field.
 The crowd was arranged around its perimeter, held back by guards brandishing clubs. In the central ground a captive prisoner hung suspended from an upright stake, his body sagging at the knees. The man struggled helplessly against the ropes, jabbering hysterically. Solemn-faced judges in resplendent attire congregated about. A group of monks gathered to one side, chanting and banging gongs, their saffron robes shimmering in the heat of midday. Just then an officer thrust something into the prisoner’s mouth; he gulped it down gratefully then began to quieten, slumping against his ropes, his head drooping listlessly. Someone had taken pity on him and slipped him opium to ease his passing. 
 Lady Mook and Lady Thong Di exchanged a horrified glance. It was impossible to retreat now, for the assembled mass had closed in tight behind. As rumour spread, more and more people flocked to witness the grisly event. ‘We must stay here at the front or we may be trampled in the surge,’ whispered Mook. ‘Moreover, as members of the ruling family, it is fitting we should be witnesses to the act.’ Thong Di winced and surreptitiously reached out for her sister’s hand. Mook grasped it tightly. They had never before watched an execution.
 A sudden outcry heralded the onset. One section of the crowd fell back as an enormous bull elephant with great tusks was ridden through a gap into the central ground. An expectant silence, heavy as the humid air, fell upon the people, curiosity tinged with repulsion. Meanwhile, the beast began its slow progress around the condemned man, while a slow drum thumped in time to the stately tread, a pulse of dread. Lady Thong Di placed a hand on her racing heart. She felt faint and nauseous. But she could not drag her eyes away.
 The prisoner raised his head to stare the animal in the eye, then groaned deeply, but the drug had taken effect. He showed less panic now that the time had come – or perhaps it was futile resignation? All the while the elephant circled, his mahout whispering in his great ear, the animal’s attention fixed trance-like on the victim. Then, all at once, as if he himself was in control, the beast charged, wrapping his trunk around the prisoner. With mighty force, he wrenched the man off the ground – still bound to the stake – swinging his huge head from side to side. Then he tossed the helpless body high into the air and skewered it on his tusks. The terrible screams were drowned out in the roar that burst from the angry animal, who continued to shake his head, the man writhing in agony, until the body had been loosened and the wretch tumbled to the ground, thick streams of blood spurting from deep wounds.
 For long moments, the elephant stood motionless, staring down at his beaten victim who was already more dead than alive. Then he raised one colossal foot, which hovered for an instant over the broken and bleeding body, and stamped down hard. The man’s head shattered like a broken egg shell. 
 Lady Thong Di closed her eyes against the appalling sight, but the image still burned. Earlier that day, she had observed a watermelon dislodged from a passing cart and tumbling to the ground. The bursting of the man’s head resembled that sticky mess. Despite her revulsion, she found herself transfixed by the remains of what had so recently been a living man, now more akin to hunks of meat and offal on a market stall. Her prurience was keener than her disgust. The crowd demonstrated a similar reaction. Although some had fainted, several had spewed up, and wailing could be heard – no doubt from relatives of the victim – the initial horror also provoked a disquieting sense of exhilaration, even hysteria. Loud cheers rang out each time the elephant trampled on the body, followed by shouts and even laughter at the pulped carcass. It was as if they were watching an entertainment put on for their enjoyment. Or did they feign bravado to protect themselves from full realisation of the utter horror they had witnessed?
 ‘What had the poor fellow done to deserve that?’ muttered Thong Di. ‘It is many years since such a method of execution was carried out, surely? I thought it was only done for treason!’
 Mook shrugged. ‘Something very bad, to be sure. Only the king sanctions such deaths,’ she replied, her face pale, a cloth pressed to her mouth, as if fearful she too would vomit.
 A bystander overheard them. ‘The king – or the viceroy, do you mean? There’s not much difference between the two these days. The governor can do what he likes with the Viceroy of Ligor in his pocket. That poor wretch was a business rival of Lord Chom Rang from Ban Lippon village. The governor claims he cheated him – who knows? He certainly got his revenge today, eh? A lesson to us all …’ A friend grabbed his arm and whispered something frantically in his ear. The informant drew back, his face a picture of abject fear. Who knew that these fine ladies were the governor’s own daughters? The two men instantly vanished into the crowd.
 ‘Is this the consequence of absolute power?’ Thong Di asked her sister as they finally made their way home, the high spirits of the morning a distant memory.
 ‘What do you think?’ Mook replied. ‘That man was right, though. More than anything, this act was a message to the people that the new governor will not be crossed. Those who do, face the direst of fates. Yet it is a dangerous precedent, all the same. A man can rise but a man can also fall. The people will not forget today. I pray it does not come back one day to haunt us. That, my sister, is the true consequence of absolute power.’
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		The Mangrove Swamp

								

	
				Phuket Town. March 1766
 ‘Cousin Thian! Cousin Thian! Lanun! Sa Lat! We have seen them!’
 Lord Thian was deep inside his meditation when the frantic shouts of his young cousins dragged him from inner peace to raucous consciousness. How long had they been calling? His detachment from earthly thoughts had dulled him to the outside world. Might meditation sometimes be an unwholesome distraction from reality? An intriguing notion.
 ‘Are you there, Cousin?’ the urgent voices pleaded, hammering on the door.
 Thian opened his eyes, gave himself a few seconds to gather himself, and returned to the present moment. The children had said ‘Pirates’. Was this some silly game? Or was danger at hand? In a single graceful movement, he rose from his cushion and padded to the door, wrapping his robe tighter about his slender frame.
 ‘Quiet!’ he whispered as he opened the door. ‘You will wake the household! Come inside –’ The four children burst in, all shouting at once. With a finger to his lip, he made them stop and directed them to sit down beside him on the mat. ‘Now, one at a time. Tell me your story. Where are these evil pirates?’
  
 ***
  
 The track twisted down the cliffside through dense jungle strewn with boulders, fallen trees and dead ends. From the road above, the beach had seemed easily accessible, but the further they descended, the more distant it became. The roll and crash of waves, so loud from above, now faded away together with the bright late-morning sun. They found themselves stranded in a dank and shadowy world draped in coiled lianas that hid a myriad of potential dangers.
 The children had known these forests all their lives. Before entering, they had rubbed their arms and legs in dirt against mosquitos and leeches and bound cloths around their bare feet. Dangers could come from above, below, and from any passing bough against which their shoulders brushed. Armed with sturdy branches, they cut their way, scrutinising the ground for ants and scorpions, the trees for snakes, and the route ahead for obstacles to their progress. They journeyed in silence, straining their ears for any unexpected sound.
 The further they ventured inside, the more they realised that this was a riskier adventure than they had anticipated. Ma Li and Nilip had told their maids that they were going to Lady Mook’s pavilion to play with Chai and Kaew, her daughters. Those young ladies had given a similar lie to their own servants. In fact, the four cousins had met in the spice garden behind the kitchen, from where they had cajoled fruit and banana leaf-wrapped rice. They had bundled their picnic and gourds of water in sarongs tied on their backs and set out, make believing they were carefree peasants off to work in the fields, the archetypal fiction of the upper classes.
 The forest was alive with sound; even its silence hummed. Unseen monkeys high in the canopy mocked their stumbling progress, birds shrieked menacingly – but what worried most were the rustles and thuds, hisses and clicks, and other worrisome noises that they couldn’t identify. Did tigers hunt this close to the shore? Might there be wild boar or rhinos, perhaps even a rogue elephant? Or a panther? Was that slight movement in the leaves a stalking leopard? And what about the crowded forest floor, a seething mass of insect life? Soldier ants could kill if enough decided to join the feast.
 Relief brought excited smiles as they finally heard the thump of breaker on shore. A stronger sunlight now filtered through the trees and the way ahead thinned out. At last, they found themselves treading on sandy patches and then bursting out into the blinding sunlight of the muddy strand. For protection, they pulled cloths from their necks to wrap about their heads. Dumping their lunch on shady rocks at the edge of the beach, the eager band shrugged off their outer clothes and scampered into the water. If anyone saw them, they would be in serious trouble. But who would visit such a secluded cove in the heat of the day? Certainly no one who knew them would risk the midday sun.
 Splashing into the foam, they laughed and played as children do. None of them could swim but they were in little danger, for they had chosen their spot wisely. The tide was on the turn but the undertow was gentle. This small lagoon, more like a pond, was protected by curved headlands on either side, and the mass of nearby Koh Sirae island. The sea was turquoise glass. Further out, where the deeper coral lay, the waters darkened into a glistening violet blue. The colours were fantastical, lustrous hues no jewel or textile could hope to imitate. 
 The afternoon passed in an idyll. They ate, they dozed, they bathed, they built houses out of sand – and ran about like wild things, an impossible liberty in the tightly restricted world from whence they came. They floated face down in the shallows, and disturbed darting minnows, burrowing crabs, iridescent needlefish. A flamboyant lion fish bobbed into view, a galleon in full sail, its spiky venomous fins causing a hurried exit back to the safety of the sand.
 ‘Your nose is red!’ Chai laughed, pointing at Ma Li some hours later when they were getting ready to leave. ‘Your mother will ask you where you’ve been!’ 
 Ma Li giggled. ‘And you are black as rice farmers!’ she responded. ‘You think they won’t ask where you’ve all been as well?’ It was true. The skins of other three had deepened to tawny after only a few hours in the open sun, her brother Nilip, the darkest. The two siblings were not at all alike. ‘I don’t care. We just tell them we were playing in the grounds.’
 ‘They will be angry at us!’ Kaew was nervous of her mother’s wrath.
 ‘Let them be angry!’ Ma Li, whilst giving the appearance of a dutiful daughter, had hidden depths. ‘It was worth it. This has been the best day ever!’
 Her little brother, Nilip, for Felipe was difficult for Siamese to pronounce, stared at his older sister in adoration. Whatever she said, he would stand by her. At seven, he was the youngest of the group, well used to playing only with girls. The other boys his age were studying with the monks. As a Christian, however, he remained at home to be tutored alongside the girls by a master whose fortuitous fever had presented them with today’s golden opportunity.
 The climb back up was harder than the scramble down, but their spirits were high. They were young and energetic and scampered up with little injury, apart from scraped knees and the occasional ant bite. Back on the path to town, Chai started up a folk song and they all joined in, dancing and laughing. But their moods changed when they neared the haunted woods, where the road looped around the edge of a gnarled and gloomy mangrove swamp. The locals believed that evil spirits drew in unsuspecting passers-by and fed them to the crocodiles. The children immediately fell silent and quickened their steps, for fear of attracting the attention of stray demons. 
 Thus, already sensible to danger, they were instantly alerted when noises emanated from the swamp, even before they saw any signs of life. Nor did it sound like malevolent spirits enticing them to their doom. No irresistible singing nor mellifluous voices whispered their names. This was harsh and guttural language. The speech of men.
 As they rounded a bend in the road, a rickety bridge crossed a creek flowing inland from the sea to the main river. It was still low tide, so the inlet was barely a stream. Curious now, they tiptoed along the bridge to its centre, peeping through the slats. A narrow perahu was beached on the river bed, out of sight of both the coast and the inland road. They strained their ears to catch the distant conversation. 
 ‘Alamaaaak … !’ shouted a voice, accompanied by a splash and the laughter of several men. Someone had fallen off the boat into the shallow waters. The men were speaking Malay, not unusual in Thalang, where more people spoke Malay even than Siamese. But when a Malay boat hid in the mangroves waiting for the turn of the tide and the arrival of nightfall, it did not usually bode well for the local inhabitants. These men were not there to trade or fish. 
 Chai mouthed: ‘Pirates!’ The others all knew instantly she was right. If they were caught alone on this road, they didn’t stand a chance. Four healthy children would be a slaver’s dream. 
 On all fours they crept to the other side, hearts in their mouths, expecting discovery any moment and the sealing of their fates. But they were fortunate. The men had neither seen nor heard them. Once clear of the bridge, they took to their heels and did not stop running until they reached the safety of the town. 
 ‘We should warn someone,’ Ma Li considered. ‘They’re planning to raid the river settlements tonight. We must raise the alarm!’
 ‘But they will ask how we know!’ protested Kaew. ‘Mother will find out where we’ve been!’
 Ma Li was obdurate. ‘People might die if we say nothing! Or be dragged off as slaves! A beating from your mother is nothing compared to that. We cannot let it happen!’ Felipe burst into tears. It was all too much for him. His sister put her arm around his shoulders, while they gave the matter some consideration.
 ‘I know what we should do!’ Chai exclaimed. ‘Let’s tell Cousin Thian! He can say he saw the pirates himself. That way, no one will know we were there. In fact, once the story of a pirate raid goes around, no one is going to take much notice of us anyway!’ It was the ideal solution.
  
 ***
  
 ‘You’re sure they were pirates?’ Thian inquired. ‘Perhaps it was local fishermen catching their sleep before the evening tide?’ 
 The children thought awhile. ‘But why would they be so far upstream against the channel? Surely they would stay on the beach under the trees where it wouldn’t be so far to travel?’ Ma Li suggested.
 Thian knew the creek; she was right. Only those with something to hide would be in that location. ‘Go to your pavilions. You’re hot and sweaty. Bathe. Then lay down and rest a while. Leave this to me. There’s been enough mischief for one day.’ He looked down sternly at them. ‘I am astonished at your deception. While I might expect it from your male cousins, who are imprudent and reckless, I cannot believe that you girls would shame yourselves like this. Chai and Kaew! Your mother would be horrified. And Martinha! To bring your little brother into danger. I thought you were a sensible young lady!’ Thian was one of the few people in the family, other than her father, who called her by her Christian name. It had always endeared her to him. 
 The children’s faces crumpled; a tear ran down Kaew’s face. Little Felipe was already sobbing; Thian stroked his salt-dried hair. ‘Come, little cousin. No tears. I will let you into a secret, you little monkeys. I used to do exactly the same when I was your age. We always went to the beach to play and were often beaten for it! But Cousin Thian is now a grown man. He must be serious and boring and chastise naughty children who do the same …’ Thian tickled them until they broke into giggles, wiping their cheeks and runny noses on the backs of their hands. He was never angry with them for long. ‘Now run along and do as you are told for once!’
 Thian was the eldest grandchild of Governor Chom Rang, the son of Lady Chan from her first marriage. At eighteen years of age – a man already – he was something of a disappointment to his ambitious mother. Lady Chan had once had high hopes for her son: he was handsome, intelligent and of excellent character, having inherited his father’s physical blessings with none of his moral defects. She had regarded Thian as the perfect heir to her own father, for which role he had been groomed since early boyhood. His intellectual achievements were celebrated; he had studied at Ayutthaya with the finest scholars of the day. He had also acquitted himself with distinction in the martial disciplines. 
 Yet this golden boy had no wish to marry, be a warrior or involve himself in political life or commerce. Instead, he was determined to devote his life to his studies as a Buddhist monk. This announcement had come as a terrible shock to Lady Chan, who regarded the news with as much repulsion as if he had become a dissolute womaniser like his father and uncles. She had ranted and raved about his decision, but the boy had remained adamant. Finally, as a filial compromise, Thian had promised to first spend five years in the secular world. His mother had sent him to the family house in Phuket Town to oversee their mining interests, where the most alluring worldly temptations were on offer, hoping to distract him from his chosen path, but so far to no avail. When Thian was not working, he was either studying or meditating. He lived a quiet, contemplative life remote from the rest of the household. Perhaps her son’s vocation might be the price that was demanded to atone for his own father’s worthless life? 
 Today, however, he was to be roused from his hermit-like existence and thrust into the role of military leader. It was the seminal moment of his life. Who could foresee that misbehaving children, pirates up to no good, and a good deed done might stop a young man in his tracks and change his life forever? Such is the serendipity of existence.
 Thian rode into the town at speed and summoned the militia. While messengers were sent to the riverine villages warning them to evacuate into the forest for safety, Thian led a ragtag assembly of locals armed with a modest assortment of weapons and iron tools. There was no time to wait for a military detachment from the fort at Ban Don. If they were to stop this raid, they had to make do with what they had: a gaggle of farmers, miners and a few veterans with military experience. 
 By now, it was late afternoon, the time the Malays call petang, when the languorous heat of day still hangs thick in the torpid air, and few eyes fail to succumb to the desire to drowse. Everywhere was quiet and still. Thian’s force numbered about thirty men and boys. He dispatched the more experienced to approach on the turn of the tide from the direction of the sea, the rest he led to the bridge itself. The time for their attack was to be the exact moment when the heat broke. Like a shade dropping down on the window of the day, the heavy febrile air would all at once grow cooler, the fierce light would abate, and a sea breeze would begin to stir. And at that very instant, the twin assaults would launch.
 From their vantage point on the bridge, they observed the men aboard the perahu. Those they could see moved idly about the deck, insensible to being watched. Others soon appeared, evidently from their naps, and joined in the unhurried preparations. There were probably ten or so in total, all armed with keris. No doubt they also carried guns. Thian himself bore a musket, as did a few others, but he did not wish for a running battle. Even though they outnumbered the sailors three to one, these Malays would be the more experienced fighters. They could not risk an extended struggle. Their only advantages were speed, surprise – and an unexpected attack from the rear.
 Tension was high as the moments crept inexorably towards their deadline. Mostly they were farmers, fishermen and miners, humble folk defending their homes and fields. The reputation of the unpredictable orang laut was the stuff of nightmares for all such coastal peoples. The longer the men waited, the more time was afforded them to dwell upon the brutal fate that might await them on the blade of a deadly keris. Thian prayed that their nerve would hold.
 Finally, the curtain of the day fell and the heat waned, all in one sudden instance. Thian directed his men to slither down the embankment into the creek, the water deeper now as the tide rolled in. The perahu bobbed in the rising current, momentarily occupying the sailors in their preparations, which was in Thian’s favour. He could only hope that their other force was making its way from the seaward direction. Without them, they could not prevail.
 His heart was beating so loud it was nigh impossible to believe that no one could hear it as they waded towards the boat, pressing themselves into the overhang of the bank. It would only take one sailor to venture a glance in their direction, and they would be finished. But their luck held. Moments later, a wild shout from the boat indicated that the raiders had spotted their fellow militia downstream, distracting all on board from their inland approach. Thian and his men thus took their chance, swarming over the side, startling their prey.
 In minutes it was over. A few were killed or maimed on both sides, but the casualty list was relatively light. The pirates surrendered when they realised they had little chance of escape or victory. Thian demanded restraint of his men, for he was more interested in captives than dead bodies. They had to be questioned. He was not convinced that these Malays were simple slavers. 
 Under interrogation, the prisoners claimed that they were fishermen from Langkawi, an island to the south, a notorious nest of pirates, inhabited by locals who might fish one day and raid shipping the next. But few believed their story. Their dialects suggested something else. With rumours of Burmese activity threatening Siam’s northern borders, it was likely that the Sultan of Queddah was biding his time for an opportunity to snatch the lucrative island of Thalang for himself. This might be a scouting expedition. Torture was applied, and following the excruciating flaying of a few wretched victims, Thian’s suspicions were confirmed. They had indeed been sent by the sultan to reconnoitre an invasion. The men were executed and their heads returned to Queddah. Pirate or spy, the sultan was given an ominous warning.
 The local men were fired up by their success and the bloodlust of their revenge, particularly when the people of the town received them back like heroes. Usually when raiders came, villagers took their most precious belongings and fled into the forest, accepting that when they returned their houses would be ransacked and burnt – and some of their friends and families would be dead or stolen away. This time, however, with adequate warning to prepare themselves, they had stayed and fought. It was an empowering moment for those usually helpless in the face of fate. 
 With mixed emotions, Thian left the town to its celebrations. Like them, he was carried on a wave of euphoria, but the lives he had taken weighed heavy upon him. His actions were contrary to everything he believed in. In his daily life, he would never even swat a fly or squash a mosquito between his palms. Yet today he had blown a hole in a man’s chest and then ordered others to be decapitated, after witnessing their agonising torment. How could he justify that to his own conscience?
 Nevertheless, he could not deny that it had been the right and necessary thing to do. It was paramount to safeguard the helpless people under his care. Duty to the poor and needy was essential to the Eight Precepts. But so was avoiding violence at all costs. He must now spend some time in contemplation to dwell upon the nature of leadership and responsibility set alongside his spiritual beliefs. Had he taken pleasure in the deaths of those men, or had he executed them only for a higher cause, whilst continuing to value their individual lives? The whole matter rendered him conflicted and less certain of his future than he had ever been. The most unsettling part was that he had a sense, perhaps for the first time in his life, that commanding this band of men had been as natural as breathing. His thoughts whirled back and forth. No longer could he find that calm inner centre wherein he was accustomed to keep the empty temptations of the physical world at bay. Nor did he wish to at this moment.
  
 ***
  
 That night at dinner, the house was abuzz with reports that a huge fleet from Queddah had sailed up the creek only to be defeated by young Lord Thian and an army of local men. The children eavesdropped on the talk, out of sight of the adults on the veranda steps, having stolen from their apartments after they had been sent to bed. Everyone was eagerly awaiting the return of the hero of the hour, the saviour of the town. No one paid attention to the little ones.
 ‘Chan will be so proud of her son!’ Lady Thong Di exclaimed as the family waited at the dinner table for the return of their young nephew. 
 There were murmurs of agreement. This was a significant coup for the family, which was unpopular amongst many of the settlers. The tax burdens and levies on the poor miners in Phuket Town were onerous and Governor Chom Rang was regarded as exceptionally venal. Today, however, the handsome young scion of the family had earned the people’s respect. The governor’s family might take a high percentage of their tin and rice, but for once protection had been rendered in return. Had Lord Thian not been alert, they might have lost all. Perhaps their burdens were justified.
 Lady Mook, however, was pensive. ‘Chan will enjoy it, of course, as we all do. It was exactly the sort of challenge she had hoped for her eldest son when she insisted he wait before committing to the temple. She hoped he would find earthly distractions to replace his desire for study and contemplation.’
 Martim Rozells laughed. ‘I think she was expecting a rather less heroic form of distraction than leading the local militia! More in the way of loose women and gambling dens!’
 ‘Even better if she can persuade him now to take up the warrior’s life,’ replied Lord At, husband of Lady Mook. ‘This adventure might give him a taste for it.’ 
 ‘Do you really believe there was an entire fleet? It seems unlikely. Were we in actual danger of a major attack?’ his wife wondered.
 ‘– if this town could sell rumour as fast as it makes it, we would be richer than Melaka!’ The heads of all swivelled round and they broke into smiles as young Thian strode into the room. He was dusty and sweat-stained, but more spirited than usual; his skin had the glow of outdoors where usually it was pale from hours of study. ‘Of course, there was no fleet! Just one perahu and a few wretched sailors. But, a danger all the same. They were looking for slaves. And anything else that they could steal. But most of all they were after information. We need to keep a close watch on Queddah in the coming months. Sultan Muhammed Jiwa is up to no good.’
 ‘As usual. But we have enough to worry about with the Burmese,’ Lord At responded. ‘We would do better to court Queddah in these dangerous times. We might need them in the months to come.’
 Martim scoffed. ‘Queddah wants the island. You can court him all you like and Muhammed Jiwa will let you. He will do business with you. He will entertain you at his palace like royalty. But it won’t stop him trying to pry Thalang from Siam when the time is ripe. And perhaps that is not such a bad idea? The governor himself agrees with me. He doesn’t much care who is our overlord, as long as we are left alone to conduct our own affairs!’
 Lady Thong Di lowered her eyes, embarrassed by her husband’s words. As usual, he had drunk too much. Wine always loosened his tongue. There were things that one might think, but never deign to speak. Martim still did not understand Siamese ways. Her father might have spoons in many pots, but he would not be happy to hear them discussed so blatantly in the hearing of the house slaves. Once an idea was voiced, it became reality. And this reality was treason in the wrong hands.
 Thian wisely stepped in to change the subject. ‘I should bathe and change. Please, carry on. Eat. The food is already attracting ants!’
 But they insisted he join them as he was, and recount everything from beginning to end, so he settled down cross-legged around the low table and eagerly tucked into the food. He had not felt this hungry for some time. He must take regular exercise in future and involve himself more in daily life. Indeed, there was much to learn from many things, not just books. Finally, he pushed his bowl away and sat upright, his audience eager to hear the story of the day’s adventure. Even the household slaves gathered around the doorway to overhear at first hand the tale that was on everyone’s lips.
 As they had hoped, the four young children were not given the praise due for their accidental discovery. Their unorthodox day out was never discovered in the furore that followed the pirate incursion. Yet undoubtedly their action had saved many people from the slave markets, as well as the destruction of several villages. 
 Martinha lay wide awake that night unable to sleep, the conflicting experiences of the day running through her head. She imagined the capture of the pirates and what must have happened afterwards when they had been tortured and beheaded. Thian’s account had been gruesome. She felt responsible for those deaths, even if they had been evil men wishing harm on the people of Thalang. Was it a sin to cause people to die? Or would God forgive an act if it was done for the benefit of others?
 Other aspects of the dinner conversation also played on her mind. All that talk of war and occupation! The Burmese and the Sultan of Queddah! How was it that she did not know that they were living in such dangerous times? What had her father meant by wishing for a Malay overlord to conquer Thalang? There was so much in the adult world she did not understand. Martinha vowed to herself that from now on she would keep her ears alert and her mouth shut. Adults talked, both family and servants. That was how children found out what they were not supposed to know.
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