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            PROLOGUE
            

         
 
         CHINA in the 1830s was a country of four hundred million people and had successfully fought off progress and reality for many hundreds of years. In achieving this remarkable feat, the Emperors of ‘The Heavenly Kingdom’, as they called their land, gained absolute dominion over their people and regarded themselves as personally chosen by the Gods. They, and they alone, were the supreme rulers of the world. Others, whether they be kings, emperors or sultans, were mere mortals and addressed China’s ruler on their knees.
         
 
         The ordinary people of the countries beyond China’s borders were ‘barbarians’ – a term used even when talking directly to them. If they were of European descent, the barbarians were also known as the Fan Qui – ‘Foreign Devils’, their presence impatiently tolerated.
         
 
         Such an attitude was destined to bring China into collision with the remainder of the world in the nineteenth century.
         
 
         While the Chinese stagnated, secure in the knowledge that they were the chosen people, a brash and arrogant nation, Great Britain, was busily building the greatest empire the world had ever known. With Great Britain frustrated in trade by China’s backwardness, and scornful of her intricate network of tradition and corruption, a clash between the two nations was inevitable.
         
 
         When it finally came it showed up the weaknesses and self-deception of China – but it did far more. It proved that Great Britain, cradle of nineteenth-century morality, was willing to go to war to fight in support of pride, avarice – and opium.
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            One

         
 
         AN UNEXPECTED gust of wind blew from the direction of the mauve haze that hid the shore. With a crack like a musket-volley, the idle sails of The  Two  Brothers  bellied out and the merchantman leaned towards the distant grey skyline. On deck, Luke Trewarne gripped the guard-rail that enclosed the passengers’ exercise-area as the scrubbed wooden planking tilted beneath his feet. Looking up at the raised poopdeck, Luke saw the grin on the coxswain’s face as the seaman spun the wheel. The laden ship heeled over even farther, chopping through the short green waves with an uncomfortable bouncing motion.
         
 
         ‘That’s right, laddie. You cling tight to that guard-rail. Dan Gemmell has high hopes of you retrieving his trading losses for him. If I lose you now, he’ll be blaming me for his failures.’
         
 
         Laughing sarcastically, Captain Obadiah Innes heaved himself awkwardly through the hatchway leading from the cabins. Luke turned to make an appropriate retort, but it was lost in his surprise at seeing the captain of The  Two  Brothers  wearing full ceremonial naval dress.
         
 
         Gaining the deck, the heavily built captain stood straddle-legged against the movement of the ship as he fastened the gold buttons of his dark-blue longcoat. From beneath his arm he took a battered cocked hat trimmed with faded gold braid. Cramming it upon his head, he glared fiercely at Luke, who was staring with undisguised curiosity.
         
 
         ‘I wore this hat at Trafalgar, Mr Trewarne. That would be some years before you were born, but I don’t doubt that you’ve heard of the victory we won there? When Nelson showed the French fleet what sea fighting was all about? It’s seen a deal of sea-time since then, in the service of the King – ay, and of lesser men.’
         
 
         From braided cocked hat to brass-buckled shoes, Captain Innes was every inch an officer of Her Britannic Majesty’s Navy, but The  Two  Brothers  was a lumbering merchantman, bound for Whampoa, the island just down-river from Canton, the only port in the whole of China open to foreign traders. Luke was the sole passenger and he could think of no reason why the captain should be wearing his finery. But he said nothing. Captain Innes had an explosive and uncertain temper, and Luke had no wish to bring his ire down upon himself and the unfortunate crew of The  Two  Brothers.
         
 
         Captain Innes himself supplied the answer to Luke’s unspoken question. When the ship returned to an even keel he shook a fringe of white lace free from the cuff of his coat and pointed ahead of the merchantman. ‘You see that brown water, laddie?’
         
 
         Leaning over the side of the merchantman, Luke could see a dark-brown stain on the water. It extended shorewards for as far as he could see.
         
 
         ‘That’s mud, washed down from a thousand miles of rice fields on both sides of the Pearl River beyond Canton. There are fields enough in that one valley to cover the face of all England – and that’s but a fraction of China. At the moment the Chinese are doing no more than drain off a little water so they can see to pull up the weeds. Come harvesting time there’ll be muddy water stretching a hundred miles from shore. There’s not a navigator – not even a Portuguese – who can’t find his way to port at harvesting time. Right now it tells me we’re likely to meet up with the Chinese Navy before long. That’s  why I’m  wearing the Queen’s uniform. I hope the Chinese will be sufficiently impressed to keep their distance.’
         
 
         Luke looked at Captain Innes sharply. ‘And if they’re not …?’
 
         Captain Obadiah Innes thrust his chin forward belligerently. ‘Then they’ll negotiate with the The  Two  Brothers’  cannon. I’ve five hundred chests of Ezra McCulloch’s opium in the hold, laddie – and that’s how many he’ll expect me to deliver. No thieving Chinese Customs man’s getting his hands on them before then.’
         
 
         Luke expressed surprise. ‘But you’ll need to open the hatches at Macau. East India Company regulations state that all ships going up-river to Canton must call at Macau first and declare their cargoes. It’s Imperial Chinese law….’
         
 
         Macau was the settlement on the western bank of the wide Pearl River estuary, occupied by the Portuguese for three hundred years. It was a tenuous occupancy, tolerated rather than approved of by the Chinese authorities. Aware of the fragile nature of their tenancy, the Portuguese eagerly sought ways to make themselves indispensable to their unpredictable landlords. Monitoring the shipping proceeding to and from the port of Canton was one such duty the Portuguese had taken upon themselves.
         
 
         ‘We no longer jump to the tune of the East India Company, Mr Trewarne. As for “Imperial China”, I’m employed by Ezra McCulloch, and you by Dan Gemmell. You’ll do well to remember that. You’ll need to wait for some other day to get the smell of Macau. I’m heading straight up-river to Whampoa, same as always.’
         
 
         Swinging away, Captain Obadiah Innes stomped stiff-legged to the ladder leading to the raised poopdeck, leaving Luke to ponder on his words.
         
 
         Luke stayed on deck as the merchantman drew closer to the hill-lined coast of China. Before long the ship sailed slowly into a wide muddy-watered estuary with clusters of high-peaked islands on either hand. Some miles to westward the sun was reflected on the glass windows and white-painted houses of Macau. Luke would have felt happier had Captain Innes been taking The  Two  Brothers  there before proceeding up-river, but he would sample the pleasures of the Portuguese colony soon enough. The Chinese, with a typical lack of logic, had decreed that the foreign ‘barbarians’ should remain in their Cantonese trading enclosure only during the trading months of winter. The decree was loosely adhered to only because it suited many of the European traders and their staff to go down-river to Macau for the hot stormy summer. During this season the Chinese gods of sea and air sent their great winds, the ‘typhoons’, scouring the seas off the Chinese coast. Ships in their path would vanish with occupants and cargo, claimed as a sacrifice by the violent gods of the elements.
         
 
         Captain Innes kept his ship close to the centre of the estuary and his eyes turned away from Macau. In common with all other British sea captains in this part of the world, he was scornful of the Portuguese and the duties they had assumed on behalf of the Chinese Emperor.
         
 
         There were many vessels here in the Pearl River. Mostly they were small wooden fishing sampans, manned by grey-clad Chinese fishermen wearing wide conical straw hats. Here and there a high-sterned junk with butterfly-wing sails glided silently across the surface of the brown water.
         
 
         Gradually, rice-terraced hills on either side of the river began to close in about the merchantman, and long islands of mud festooned with thick bamboo undergrowth reached out from the shore. As The  Two  Brothers  glided past one such tangled peninsula, a look-out, posted in the ship’s bow, called out urgently, ‘Two junks bearing down on us … fine on the starboard bow.’
         
 
         Luke leaned far out over the guard-rail and saw two large junks change direction in ragged unison, trying to catch the wind and head off the merchantman. From their squat main-masts fluttered long golden pennants, displaying the dragon emblem of Imperial China.
         
 
         The  Two  Brothers  was about to be intercepted by junks of China’s navy.
         
 
         ‘Mr Trewarne! Either get yourself below, or come up here where I can keep my eye on you.’
         
 
         Resplendent in his naval officer’s uniform, Captain Innes stood at the poopdeck rail. Over Luke’s head he called to a group of seamen, brought on deck by the look-out’s cry, ‘One of you hoist the Union Jack, then get below. Prime the guns, but don’t run them out until you get the order from me.’
         
 
         As Luke climbed the ladder to the poopdeck, Captain Innes added, in a voice that was intended to carry no farther than the coxswain at the wheel, ‘I hope to God they’ve kept their powder dry; our lives may well depend on those guns in the next few minutes. Those junks mean business. Polite words and shiny buttons won’t satisfy them today.’
         
 
         ‘Is there going to be a battle?’ The thought both thrilled and appalled Luke.
         
 
         ‘There might be. If you’ve no stomach for cannon-fire, you’d best lock yourself in your cabin and pray that we win. If we don’t it’ll be too late for prayer.’
         
 
         ‘The thought of battle doesn’t trouble me,’ declared Luke honestly. He had witnessed more than one bloody skirmish in India’s hill country. ‘I’m more concerned about the consequences. We’re not at war. Fighting the Chinese Navy won’t help trade in these waters.’
         
 
         ‘Neither will losing Ezra McCulloch’s best ship,’ retorted Obadiah Innes. ‘Now, out of my way…. Hard a-port! … Spin that wheel, mister!’
         
 
         Captain Innes roared his orders to the coxswain as the leading Chinese junk bore rapidly down upon them.
         
 
         The coxswain heaved on the wheel, and another seaman sprang to his assistance. Slowly the big merchantman heeled over, her bow coming round until it pointed at the first of the two junks. The stretch of sluggish brown water between the two craft narrowed so rapidly that Luke drew in a sharp breath. A collison seemed inevitable.
         
 
         At the last possible moment, the nerve of the junk’s commander broke. The awkward-looking craft changed direction, scraping along half the length of The  Two  Brothers  and tearing away a section of her own sternboard.
         
 
         Leaning over the side of the poop, Luke looked down upon the junk’s untidy deck. Three Chinese seamen strained at a heavy wooden tiller, while others scattered in confusion. In the junk’s blunt bow two brass cannon pointed harmlessly ahead at empty brown water.
         
 
         Moments later the Imperial Chinese junk fell away, wallowing in the wake of The  Two  Brothers.
         
 
         But Captain Innes had shaken off only half the intercepting force. The commander of the second Chinese man-of-war had been far enough away to see what was happening and he correctly anticipated The  Two  Brothers’  new course. Taking advantage of the strong breeze in his favour, the commander sent his vessel surging through the water towards the merchantman. When still a dozen lengths away, two plumes of smoke spat simultaneously from the brass cannons mounted in the bows of the Chinese man-of-war. Before the flat ‘crack!’ of the shots reached Luke’s ears, two cannonballs struck The Two  Brothers.
         
 
         The first ball passed through the rigging, severing no more than a rope or two before splashing harmlessly into the water a few hundred yards beyond the ship.
         
 
         The second shot was more effective. It ploughed through the planking at the edge of the poopdeck; then, its momentum almost spent, struck down a seaman standing no more than an arm’s length from Luke.
         
 
         Luke leaped forward and prevented the reeling seaman from falling over the side of the ship – but he could do no more for him. With the right side of his chest shattered by a bronze cannonball no larger than an orange, the sailor panted his life-blood away. Taking off his coat, Luke placed it beneath the dying seaman’s head.
         
 
         Around them, Captain Innes’s crew had been galvanized into swift retaliatory action. There were four gun-ports on either side of The  Two  Brothers.  As they crashed open, the heavy guns were run out with practised speed. Both The  Two  Brothers  and the Chinese junk had changed course and were now sailing broadside on to each other. The merchantman’s four starboard guns opened fire at point-blank range. For a moment billowing black smoke hid the junk from Luke’s view. When the smoke blew away, the deck was a tangled mess of splintered wood and bamboo rigging, and two holes gaped in the side of the junk’s hull.
         
 
         The  Two  Brothers  heeled over under full sail and executed a wide turn, in order to bring her other guns to bear on the crippled junk now spinning slowly and helplessly in the river current. The range increased rapidly, but the aim of the British gunners remained true. Four twelve-pound cannonballs ripped into the Imperial Chinese junk, reducing it to a wallowing shambles. The screams of its injured and dying crew echoed across the water as it dropped behind.
         
 
         Twice more Captain Innes sailed past the battered and badly listing junk and fired a broadside into her. Not until her crew began leaping into the river did Innes break off the engagement. During all this time the other junk made no attempt to engage The  Two  Brothers,  her commander sailing his vessel away from the brief but bloody battle as fast as wind and tide would allow.
         
 
         A shadow fell across Luke as he kneeled beside the dying seaman. He looked up to see Captain Innes standing beside him. The expression on the face of the captain of The  Two Brothers  could have been anger – or elation.
         
 
         ‘I’ll have him taken below and see what can be done for him.’
         
 
         Luke stood up and shook his head. ‘Moving him will only cause him more pain. He’ll be dead in a few minutes in either place. Better to leave him where he is.’
         
 
         Lifting a hand to shield his eyes from the sun, Luke looked back to where the crippled junk was settling deeper into the muddy waters of the Pearl River. ‘Is this the way the Chinese usually greet traders?’
         
 
         ‘No.’ Captain Innes eased the hat from his head and wiped perspiration from his forehead with a sleeve. ‘Shots have been fired before, but it’s never been more than a game. They fire their guns, we show them ours are bigger and better, and they go away. Honour is satisfied on both sides. Today was different. They meant business – and men have died. The Chinese can’t save face by pretending this hasn’t happened. They’ll want someone’s blood for this day’s work. It’ll be mine for certain if I try to go up-river this voyage. I’m afraid it will be a while before you see Canton on this ship, laddie.’
         
 
         ‘Where will you go – Macau?’
 
         Obadiah Innes’s laugh was short and without humour. ‘I might as well give myself up to the Chinese. The Portuguese Governor there does as the Chinese tell him. No, laddie. We’ll head for the finest anchorage in the China Seas. Ezra McCulloch has built himself a house there – though he’ll not thank either of us for spreading word of it to anyone.’
         
 
         Turning to the coxswain, Captain Innes called, ‘I’m going below to speak to the gunners. Take us to Hong Kong, mister.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The wounded seaman in The  Two  Brothers  died within an hour of the engagement. After a perfunctory funeral service read by Captain Innes, his body was committed to the murky waters of the Pearl River estuary.
         
 
         As the crew went back to their various tasks, Luke leaned over the stern of the merchantman and gazed at the hills of China. He wondered what the future held for him here. He was only twenty-two years of age, yet it seemed a lifetime since he had left his native Cornwall and sought a career and a fortune in India.
         
 
         The only son of a tenant farmer, Luke had been only ten years old when his father died. Within a year, the widowed Mrs Trewarne married again, in order to retain possession of their small rented farm. She chose her new husband well. A widower, he brought to the farm three hard-working sons, all bigger and older than Luke – and each eager to prove his superiority. In the three years that followed the marriage, Luke’s mother added three daughters to the family. Caught between step-brothers and half-sisters, Luke soon realized there was no longer a place for him in the house where he had been born.
         
 
         Fortunately for Luke, others saw his growing unhappiness. One was the landlord, who owned the farm together with most of the land in this particular corner of Cornwall. He encouraged Luke to spend much of his time at the big house, sharing the lessons given to the landowner’s own children. Luke learned well and profited by his diligence. He made a favourable impression on a visitor who came to the house in the summer of 1828, when Luke was thirteen years of age. The visitor was the landowner’s brother. He was also a director of the great East India Company. At the end of that same year, Luke was on his way to India, a privileged employee of the company that ruled two hundred million people in the rich but fragmented subcontinent of India.
         
 
         For nine years Luke served the Company well, and his service took him from the cool hills of northern India to the hot humid plains of Bengal. In the latter he saw for the first time the East India Company’s fields of white opium poppies, extending for as far as the eye could see in every direction. The Company’s expatriates saw nothing sinister in the cultivation of the poppy on such a vast scale. In the sweltering Calcutta heat they were fond of saying how much the sight reminded them of the almost forgotten snows of home.
         
 
         It was while he was stationed in Calcutta that Luke first met Dan Gemmell. A quiet man, Gemmell had many years earlier established a trading company in Canton, with an ambition to rival one day the trading empire of Jardine Matheson. That was before the rigours of Far Eastern trading ruined his health, and cholera carried off his wife and infant son. Now Dan Gemmell traded because he knew nothing else and because all the family he had were buried side by side in the shadow of the church of St Antonio in Macau.
         
 
         Gemmell made several visits to the East India Company offices. He took a liking to the young clerk with the soft Cornish accent and made a shrewd assessment of his work. Confident in all he did, Luke was thoroughly conversant with all the aspects of Far Eastern trading – but he had not yet been caught up in the web of corruption that ensnared so many men involved in the sale and production of opium.
         
 
         Dan Gemmell was one of the very few merchants trading in Canton who refused to deal in the drug. It was an easy way to make a large profit, and the merchants were encouraged and supported in the trade by the East India Company. The Company carefully organized and controlled opium growing in India, maintaining a high standard. Patna opium from the plains of Bengal was particularly prized by the opium merchants of China. Stronger and purer than its rivals, it could be mixed with cheaper grades and sold for an enormous profit to desperate addicts who could not survive without the nerve-dulling drug.
         
 
         It mattered little to either seller or purchaser that the import  of opium into China was illegal, banned by an edict issued by the Celestial Emperor himself. Mandarins and government officials at all levels were content to allow the trade to continue – for a price. Chinese officialdom was riddled with corruption. The only uncertain factor facing a ship’s captain bringing opium into China was the amount  of bribery that would be squeezed from him. The rumblings of the Emperor’s displeasure at the continuing trade had been growing louder in recent months, but these were largely ignored by the Europeans sailing up the Pearl River to Whampoa island. They had heard such mutterings many times before. Besides, the Imperial capital was more than a thousand miles distant. Coming from so far away, the edicts of the mysterious Emperor had an air of unreality about them.
         
 
         This situation was explained in detail to Luke when Dan Gemmell offered to make him his senior trading clerk in Canton. The merchant promised Luke he would be given a free hand to run the merchandizing side of Gemmell Company – with ten per cent of all profits. By dint of hard work, and given reasonable luck, Luke might one day leave China a moderately wealthy man – or stay to become a trader himself.
         
 
         Luke seized the opportunity eagerly. It was at such times that he wished he had a close family with whom to share his good fortune. He still wrote letters to his mother; but it had become a duty – no more. The letters from Cornwall had stopped after his second year away. Luke Trewarne had only himself now. His home was wherever he made it – and he was as much at home in the Far East as he would be anywhere else.
         
 
         Six months after accepting Dan Gemmell’s offer and giving up his post with the East India Company, Luke was still in India. He hoped he had not made a serious mistake. Dan Gemmell had returned to Canton, promising to send for Luke at the earliest opportunity. Since then Luke had heard nothing. But he had not wasted his time. Characteristically, Luke had set about learning the language of the land where he would soon be working, employing one of the East India Company’s Chinese clerks as tutor.
         
 
         Learning languages came easily to Luke. He had already mastered a number of Indian dialects, and he became totally absorbed in his self-imposed task. Cantonese Chinese was like no other language he had ever known. The slightest change in the sound of a single syllable could alter the meaning of a complete sentence. The construction of the sentences themselves was at first utterly bewildering to his European mind.
         
 
         Nevertheless, by the time Captain Obadiah Innes arrived in Calcutta with instructions for Luke to take passage to China in The  Two  Brothers,  and news that Dan Gemmell had been seriously ill, Luke had gained a sound grasp of the Chinese language. He was eager to put it to the test in China.
         
 
         Now, in the year 1838, when only a few miles from Canton and a promising future, Luke wondered whether all his studying had been in vain. The battle between The  Two  Brothers  and the junks of the Imperial Chinese Navy might well have signalled the end of all British trade with China.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Two

         
 
         THE ANCHORAGE at Hong Kong island was a crescent-shaped bay, protected from winds coming off the China Sea by a series of ragged-peaked hills. To the north the mainland reached out gnarled granite fingers towards the island, holding back the deep-sea waves and providing a natural harbour sheltered from all but the fiercest of summer storms.
         
 
         Luke conceded that Captain Innes was right; this was a very fine anchorage indeed. Others evidently agreed with his view: there were three British merchantmen anchored offshore. Two flew a blue flag on which was a white St Andrew’s cross – the company flag of Jardine Matheson. The other ship was little more than a hulk, used by Ezra McCulloch as a temporary opium-receiving ship.
         
 
         Captain Innes took The Two Brothers  close inshore, anchoring midway between the beach and the opium-receiving ship. Nearby was a Chinese fishing village with a large community of sampan dwellers. A faint breeze blew spasmodically from the shore, bringing with it such a strong smell of fish and insanitary human habitation that Luke wrinkled his nose in disgust.
         
 
         Captain Innes saw Luke’s pained expression and smiled. He was in high humour in spite of their recent experience on the Pearl River. ‘You’re sampling one of the true joys of China, Mr Trewarne – the stench of its people. You’d better not let them see you pull such a face. They call this place “The Fragrant Harbour”! That should give you some idea of what to expect – but no doubt it got its name before the sampans arrived here.’
         
 
         He nodded towards the floating ‘village’, where the sampans huddled together in close-packed disorder. ‘Hoklo fishermen – water-gipsies from farther up the coast. They moved here in the hope that we’ll give them protection from pirates.’
         
 
         ‘Pirates?’ Luke looked at Captain Innes to see if he was serious.
         
 
         ‘That’s what I said, mister. Our fight today would have been a different story had the other ships been Chinese pirates. They don’t give up so easily – and they leave no survivors to complain of their doings. Pirates are the scourge of the China coast hereabouts. They kill more people than do the typhoons….’
         
 
         Captain Innes broke off his conversation as the ship’s longboat dropped heavily into the water and one of the seamen shouted to him that they were ready to go ashore.
         
 
         Calling out that he was coming, Captain Innes said, ‘I’ll see you later, laddie. No doubt Ezra McCulloch will know what’s been happening to upset the Chinese since I was last here.’
         
 
         Luke would have liked to go ashore with Captain Innes, but he had already asked and been refused. Obadiah Innes told Luke that Ezra McCulloch did not welcome uninvited visitors to his Hong Kong home. Luke watched as the longboat reached shore and was run up on to a small beach. Leaping ashore, the burly captain strode up the hill with a rolling seaman’s gait, heading for a clump of trees. Beyond them Luke could see a large, almost completed granite-stone house. It was a curious fact that the Chinese, who so fiercely resisted foreign influence on the mainland, should allow the traders to do much as they wished on Hong Kong, Lin-tin and the many other islands scattered about the Pearl River estuary.
         
 
         Luke stayed on deck until the sun sank below the high peaks to the west of the bay, sending long irregular shadows far across the anchorage. Then he went below to his cabin, which was situated just above the waterline. It was late summer, and the weather was stiflingly hot. There was a small porthole in the cabin, secured with ringhead bolts. Unscrewing them with some difficulty, Luke swung the small window open on protesting brass hinges. A welcome breeze entered the cabin, but it was hardly strong enough to set the yellow flame in the oil-lamp flickering.
         
 
         Soon a meal was brought down to the cabin, but Luke had hardly begun to eat when a thin high-pitched voice from behind him called, in Chinese, ‘Food! You give me food?’ 
         
 
         Startled, Luke sprang to his feet. When he turned he saw a face peering at him through the open porthole. It belonged to a young girl of no more than nine years of age. Thin-faced and dark-eyed, her hair straggled untidily across her face, and she had a smudge of dirt across the bridge of her nose.
         
 
         ‘Food! Give me food.’
 
         ‘Do boat-children have no manners? Is that the way you are taught to ask for something?’ Luke snapped back at the child in Chinese.
         
 
         Her mouth dropped open in surprise and the head bobbed back from the open porthole.
         
 
         Luke heard her awed voice say, ‘It is a barbarian … yet he speaks with a Chinese tongue!’
         
 
         There was an amused laugh, and a pleasant female voice commented, ‘Then my little sister Tik-wei will need to show respect to this clever Fan Qui.’
         
 
         Luke winced. ‘Fan Qui’ meant, quite literally, ‘Foreign Devil’. He had been told that this name, together with the word ‘barbarian’, was used by the Chinese to describe Europeans, even in direct conversation with them, but it was the first time he had heard it used to describe himself.
         
 
         The next moment the child was peering warily in at the porthole again. For a few uncertain moments the dark eyes stared at him. Then the young girl smiled shyly, revealing a wide gap between two front teeth. ‘Tik-wei is hungry. Give me some food … please.’
         
 
         Luke gave the child an answering grin. She made a very appealing beggar. Taking up the ship-baked loaf of bread that had come with his meal, he passed it through the porthole. ‘This should be enough to fill such a small belly.’
         
 
         Two small hands came into sight and eagerly snatched the bread. Before she could take it, Luke called, ‘Wait, Tik-wei.’
         
 
         On a table in the cabin was a hairbrush. On the voyage from India it had fallen to the floor in a storm and Luke had trodden on it and broken the handle. He took the brush and handed it out to the girl.
         
 
         ‘Here, if you want to become a successful beggar you’ll need to tidy your hair – and wash your face while you’re about it.’
         
 
         He had to shout the last remark as Tik-wei’s boat was bumped away from the side of The  Two  Brothers  by other sampans, their occupants eagerly putting forward their own pleas for food. Soon grubby hands were held up to him and a dozen voices alternately pleaded for food and cursed their neighbours as more and more boat-people crowded in upon The  Two  Brothers.
         
 
         Angrily, Luke slammed the port shut in disgust. Drawing the curtain, he sat down to finish his interrupted meal.
         
 
         Luke was lying on his bunk reading when someone clattered down the ladder to the cabin flat. There was a knock at the door, and it opened far enough for a seaman to put his head inside the cabin. ‘Cap’n Innes’s compliments, Mr Trewarne. He’s sent a boat to take you ashore.’
         
 
         ‘At this time of night?’ The breeze had strengthened, and The  Two  Brothers  danced to its tune, snatching at the anchor chain. It was no night to take a trip in the darkness in a small boat. ‘Won’t whatever he wants keep until morning?’
         
 
         ‘I wouldn’t know,’ replied the seaman cheerfully. ‘I only know what the coxswain of the boat told me.’
         
 
         Luke swung himself from his bunk, the movement sending rivulets of perspiration coursing down his limbs. It was hot and airless in the cabin. Now he had moved he felt the need to get up on deck quickly or he would collapse into a chair and begin panting like a hound.
         
 
         Surprisingly, it was little cooler on deck. The wind, though by now quite fierce, was as hot as a dragon’s breath. As Luke clambered down a ladder to the waiting longboat, the boatswain of The  Two  Brothers  called, ‘You’ll be better off ashore, Mr Trewarne. We’re in for a big storm – a typhoon, I shouldn’t wonder. Tell Cap’n Innes the barometer reading’s already dropped off the scale….’
         
 
         The wind threw the remainder of his words back in his teeth as the longboat’s crew strained at their oars and pulled away from the ship.
         
 
         The boat bounced heavily across the choppy water on its way to the shore. Fortunately, it did not have far to travel. In a few minutes there was a scraping of gravel beneath the keel. The boat was run up on to a small beach and dragged clear of the water by a number of Chinese carrying flickering lanterns.
         
 
         The seamen from The  Two  Brothers  remained on the beach as Luke followed the Chinese along a narrow path that led up the hillside to the clump of trees where he had earlier seen McCulloch’s house.
         
 
         Soon, Luke saw lights shining into the night from unshuttered windows. The house was much larger than it had appeared from the ship. Ezra McCulloch had combined a comfortable dwelling-house with a warehouse, the whole building being constructed in the style of a fortified English manor-house.
         
 
         A large belligerent man, Ezra McCulloch lolled in a chair in a downstairs room. He did no more than raise a hand in a drunken gesture when Luke was shown in. He and the captain of The  Two  Brothers  had been drinking heavily, but Captain Innes acknowledged the boatswain’s message soberly enough.
         
 
         ‘Ay, I’m on my way back to the ship now,’ he growled. ‘Think yourself lucky that you’re to be Mr McCulloch’s guest tonight, laddie. There’s a typhoon on its way. The  Two Brothers  will be an uncomfortable berth for a landlubber,’
         
 
         Climbing heavily to his feet, the sea captain nodded to his host. ‘I’ll see you again when the storm has blown itself out, Ezra. In the meantime, think on what I suggested about the new markets farther along the coast. That’s where the future lies for traders on the China station, believe me.’
         
 
         Running a crumpled handkerchief around the neckband of his shirt, Obadiah Innes plunged out into the stormy night, a lantern-bearing Chinese servant scurrying to get ahead of him.
         
 
         ‘So you’re Dan Gemmell’s new head clerk,’ the merchant growled at Luke when Captain Innes had gone. ‘You’ve brought a load of trouble along with you, by all accounts.’
         
 
         Not sure whether McCulloch was serious, Luke retorted that he could hardly be blamed for an attack on two Chinese men-of-war by Ezra McCulloch’s own ship.
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch impatiently waved him into silence. ‘I don’t give a damn who’s responsible. It’s happened, and that’s all there is about it.’ The merchant slurred his words badly, but drinking had not dulled his thinking. ‘Every trader in the Far East has known for years that one day it would come to this. The pity is that it had to happen when there isn’t a British man-o’-war within a thousand miles.’
         
 
         ‘Perhaps that’s just as well,’ said Luke thoughtfully. ‘Given time, an incident involving a merchantman can be glossed over. A fight between warships could have far more serious consequences.’
         
 
         ‘Speak in plain English, man. You mean it might lead to a war? So? It will take a war to make the Chinese realize they’re not the only people on God’s earth. But the fight is nothing. It’s what caused it. The Chinese tried to stop The  Two  Brothers from going up-river because the Tsotang at Canton – he’s the magistrate – has banned all European ships from going up-river to Whampoa. He says it’s because we’ve been carrying opium there. The truth is that he’s out to squeeze more money from us. God blast the Chinese! We’ve done our damnedest to trade normally with them, and had insult and humilation heaped upon us for our pains. The country is in a mess. Full of corrupt officials. Run on superstition and fear. But what can you expect? The Emperor claims he’s a god and locks himself away from his own people. He spends his time painting flowers and writing poems that no one understands, living in a palace full of eunuchs who smell like torn cats. War? By God, if that’s what it’s going to take to drag them into the nineteenth century, then I say we should give it to them!’
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch struggled to his feet and headed for a cabinet in a corner of the room. He refilled his glass from a bottle of brandy and, as an afterthought, poured one for Luke.
         
 
         ‘You’ll find out all about the bloody Chinese when you get up-river to Canton – though God only knows when that’ll be. The Chinese can’t even trade in a straightforward fashion. The Tsotang appoints one of his own merchants – a “Hong” – to be responsible for each of us “barbarians”. Everything we buy and sell must go through him. That means we must accept his high prices. There’s no one to be trusted in this God-forsaken country. Every trader is being bled white….’
         
 
         Looking around the room in which they were sitting, Luke listened to McCulloch’s words with a great deal of scepticism. The room was furnished in a manner that would have been the envy of many a rich man in Europe. The walls were hung with a wide variety of valuable animal skins. Among them Luke recognized tiger, mountain leopard and sable. The floor was hidden by a huge colourful Persian rug, and antique vases and statuettes adorned tables and bureau tops about the room. Not all of Ezra McCulloch’s profits were going into the pockets of the Chinese Hong.
         
 
         The merchant saw Luke’s glance and correctly read his thoughts. ‘I’ve worked hard to get what I have. No damned Chinese is going to squeeze more out of me by sending warships after my merchantmen. To the victor go the spoils – and I’m making damn sure that Ezra McCulloch is always a winner.’ He waved the brandy-glass at Luke. ‘You’d do well to persuade Dan Gemmell to adopt the same attitude. Forget high and mighty principles. Dan’s a fool to himself. Without opium he’ll remain a poor man and be trusted by no one, European or Chinese.’
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch took a swig of his brandy and frowned over the rim of the glass at Luke. ‘This latest business is a damned nuisance – but no more than that, I promise you. If I can’t use The  Two  Brothers  for trading up to Canton, I’ll transfer her general cargo to other boats and have them take it up-river – when trading’s resumed. This ban will be hurting Dan Gemmell harder than me and the other traders. We have opium. I’ll put the opium from The  Two  Brothers  on the receiving ship and wait for customers to come to me. Either that or send Obadiah along the coast to sell it. That’s what Jardine Matheson are doing. They have half a dozen fast clippers working to the north of here. But creeping around the coast of China, selling to smugglers, is not my idea of trading. Damn the Emperor again! Three thousand miles of coastline and he restricts trade to one tiny port….’
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch emptied a quarter of his drink down his throat. ‘The trouble is that the Provincial Governor in Canton is due for promotion to the Imperial Court. Through the Tsotang he’s trying to squeeze as much as he can from the Fan Qui before he goes. Last month he made all the ships arriving at Macau unload their cargoes and carry them up-river by open boat. By the time the goods arrived, what little hadn’t been stolen had been ruined by rain and indifferent handling. The traders who complained had all their merchandise impounded for their pains! Dan Gemmell was one of them.’
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch laughed and choked on his brandy. Wiping his chin with the back of his hand, he said, ‘Damn fools! They’ll learn. Sail direct to Whampoa, as I do. Ignore Macau and you cut out fifty per cent of your palm-greasing.’
         
 
         ‘Even if it means sinking Chinese men-of-war?’
 
         ‘Even that.’ Ezra McCulloch’s eyes narrowed. Leaning forward, he glared aggressively at Luke. ‘Does that bother you? If it does, then Dan Gemmell’s picked the wrong man to run his business for him. He needs a strong man – to do the things he himself has no stomach for.’
         
 
         Luke shrugged his shoulders. Ezra McCulloch had a reputation as a swashbuckling ruthless trader who allowed no one to stand in his way. He boasted that he would make his trading company the largest in the Far East – and no one doubted him to his face. Luke knew it would be foolish to antagonize McCulloch unnecessarily when he was in such an aggressive and drunken mood. Once Luke reached Canton he would have little to do with Ezra McCulloch. Better by far to humour him now. ‘Of course sinking Chinese men-of-war bothers me. It affects profits. Which costs less, paying off the Chinese officials at Macau – or paying to have cargo taken up to Canton under guard?’
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch continued to stare, but some of the belligerence had left him. Luke was speaking a language he understood: the language of profit and loss. ‘I don’t know,’ he grumbled. ‘You’re the one being paid to make Dan Gemmell’s trading profitable. You work it out; but, whatever you do, don’t kowtow to these damned yellow savages….’
         
 
         ‘Do my people make you so angry yet again, Hau-ye?’
 
         The words were English, but they were spoken in the sing-song style of the Chinese and they referred to McCulloch as ‘Lord’. Unnoticed, a Chinese girl had silently entered the room. She had been there for some minutes watching Luke, but he had not been aware of her until she spoke. Dressed in colourful silks, she was tiny and dainty. Even with her hair piled high on her head in the style of the Manchu girls of the north, she stood no more than five feet tall. Luke thought she was one of the most exquisite girls he had ever seen. He scrambled respectfully to his feet as she advanced across the room.
         
 
         But the girl looked only at Ezra McCulloch. When she reached his side, she dropped down on her knees and took his hand in hers. ‘It  is not good you should upset yourself so, Hau-ye.’
         
 
         ‘How can I help it?  I’m living in a land where they think time has stood still for five hundred years.’ Ezra McCulloch gestured impatiently for Luke to sit down.
         
 
         Luke’s open admiration had not been missed by the Scots trader. Reaching out, he cupped the girl’s face in his hand, forcing her head back. ‘I’ve told you before about coming into the room when I’m discussing business.’ Without releasing his grip, Ezra McCulloch turned her head until Luke could see the pain on her face. ‘This is Lo Asan. Before I came along she was being groomed for a useless life in the harem of the poncing Emperor. Now she’s mine, paid for with damn near half a cargo of prime Patna opium. Don’t go getting any ideas while you’re here.’
         
 
         Releasing his cruel grip on her face, Ezra McCulloch pushed her from him. ‘She’s an investment for the future. Lo Asan has a large family, each of whom holds a high office in the Government. One day they will open the door to China for the McCulloch Trading Company, while Jardine Matheson are still searching for deserted creeks in which to land their opium and Dan Gemmell is counting farthings to see if he’s made a profit.’
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch sank back in his chair and leered at Luke. ‘In the meantime, the waiting isn’t unpleasant.’
         
 
         Luke made no reply. Suddenly, there was a loud crash from somewhere outside and the doors and windows began to rattle alarmingly. It sounded as though the wild night wind was trying to smash its way into the house.
         
 
         ‘Damn! That new window must have gone. I knew they should have shuttered up for this wind.’ Struggling to his feet, Ezra McCulloch waved Luke back to his seat. ‘Stay here. I’m not having you spy on everything I have stored away. Ask Lo Asan some questions about Canton. She lived there for a few years. I’ll only be gone a few minutes.’
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch hurried from the room, leaving Luke alone with Lo Asan. For a while there was an uncomfortable silence between them, then:
         
 
         ‘You speak….’
 
         ‘I believe….’
 
         They both spoke at once, but the laugh that followed as a result took away the awkwardness that lay between them.
         
 
         ‘You speak very good English,’ said Luke. ‘Isn’t that unusual for a girl … in China?’
         
 
         ‘Perhaps. But I live this house more than a year now. I have little else to do.’ Lo Asan spoke a winsomely attractive, clipped form of English. Suddenly she switched from English to Chinese. ‘But I can use the language of my people with you. I am told you speak it well. I know, too, that you teach good manners to our children – and instruct them how to beg.’
         
 
         For a moment Luke looked at her blankly, then he remembered the face at the porthole of The  Two  Brothers  and he smiled. ‘News is a speedy traveller here.’
         
 
         ‘Nothing that a foreigner does in China remains a secret for very long. You will do well to remember this.’
         
 
         Before Luke could ask her to explain her apparent warning, there was considerable activity outside the window as a group of Chinese servants struggled to place heavy wooden shutters into position. Eventually they were successful, and Ezra McCulloch came back to the room, his hair dishevelled by the wind.
         
 
         Picking up his drink, the merchant looked suspiciously from Luke to Lo Asan, and back again, ‘It was as I thought. The wind had blown out a window. I don’t usually entertain visitors here, but you’ll be more comfortable than sitting out a typhoon aboard The  Two  Brothers.  The last I heard, Dan Gemmell was in the mission hospital in Canton. As you can’t get there I’ll have you taken to Macau the moment the typhoon has blown itself out.’
         
 
         ‘No, there’s nothing for me in Macau. If Dan Gemmell is ill in Canton, he’ll have need of me. There must be some way to get up-river.’
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch looked at Luke speculatively. ‘If you worked for me, I’d smuggle you up-river with some fishermen, but I know no one likely to take such a chance for Dan Gemmell.’
         
 
         ‘He has made friends with Soo Tik-wei,’ said Lo Asan quickly. ‘Her father can be trusted.’
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch snorted. Still looking at Luke, he said, ‘I’ve yet to meet the Chinese I’d trust farther than I could see him – especially one who puts opium before all else. But if you’re determined to get to Canton he’s probably your only chance.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll ask Kuei to travel with them. She will not allow anything to go wrong.’
         
 
         Only now did McCulloch shift his glance to Lo Asan. ‘Ah, yes! Your water-gipsy friend. I was forgetting she’s Soo Fang’s daughter.’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘All right, go ahead and make the arrangements. It will keep you amused.’
         
 
         To Luke, Ezra McCulloch said, ‘If you’re caught, Trewarne, I’ll deny any knowledge of the whole business. Having The Two  Brothers  run into trouble is all the bad luck I need this year.’
         
 
         He suddenly chuckled. He would give a great deal to see Dan Gemmell’s face if he learned that his new chief clerk’s passage up-river had been paid for with opium – for that was the payment Soo Fang would demand. But McCulloch said nothing to Luke. It was a revelation he would save for another day.
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch suddenly lost his humour and frowned at Luke, ‘In return you’ll keep a still tongue about anything you’ve seen here, Trewarne. If any rumours start, I’ll  know where to look.’
         
 
         Luke knew exactly what the trader was talking about. Ezra McCulloch was a married man with a wife and daughter only forty miles away, across the Pearl River, in Macau.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Three

         
 
         FOR two days and nights the typhoon waged a fierce lone battle around the island of Hong Kong. During lulls in the senseless onslaught, the rain eased and visibility momentarily improved. On these brief occasions Luke could see The  Two Brothers  bucking and pitching in the small bay. Tugging frantically at the anchors holding her at head and stern, the ship reminded Luke of a wild boar he had once seen in the Indian hill country. Chased by hunters until it was cornered, exhausted but still angry, the boar had been secured by one rope after another until it was safe for the hunters to approach and stab it to death with their spears.
         
 
         Unlike the unfortunate boar, The  Two  Brothers  won her battle. On the third day of his stay in the McCulloch house, Luke awoke to a morning so calm there might never have been a storm at all. The sky above the distant mainland hills was a clear and spectacular blue, and outside the hillside house there was not sufficient breeze remaining to disturb a single leaf on the trees and bushes.
         
 
         Ezra McCulloch took the opportunity to cross the bay to Kowloon, no more than a mile distant. He took Obadiah Innes with him, to discuss business with an opium dealer. Before leaving, McCulloch told Luke to be ready to leave Hong Kong that night. Lo Asan had arranged for him to board the Soo family’s fishing sampan after dark, when inquisitive eyes would not see him.
         
 
         Luke spent the day in the company of Lo Asan. With Ezra McCulloch away it was not necessary for her to guard her every word and action, and she chattered incessantly, speaking sometimes in English, at other times in Chinese. Lo Asan talked about nothing in particular, but it did not take Luke long to realize that in the course of their conversations she was learning a great deal about him. At the same time she told him nothing of herself. When he laughingly taxed her with this, she candidly admitted it was true.
         
 
         ‘You will be going to Canton with my very good friend, Kuei. She is specially nice girl. You will be on the sampan with her three days. All that time you all in great danger. You were on The  Two  Brothers  when it had fight with ships of the Emperor. Many were killed. That is bad. If you are captured and recognized, it will mean death for you. Such an end is not dishonourable for a man, perhaps. For Kuei and little Tik-wei capture would be far worse. Men of Emperor’s navy are no better than the pirates they are supposed to fight. They do not honour women. Kuei’s father only takes you because I ask him. I must be sure you are not a man to do foolish things and put everyone in danger.’
         
 
         ‘Well …? Are you satisfied now?’
 
         Lo Asan placed a hand gently on Luke’s arm and smiled up at him. ‘You very quiet man. Quiet men not easy to know. But is better to travel into danger with quiet man than one who makes much noise. I think Kuei will learn more of you than I. You must trust her, Luke. She and her father are of the Hoklo people. McCulloch Hau-ye calls them “water-gipsies”. It is true; but no one knows the river better.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Luke boarded Soo Fang’s sampan late that night from a small beach half a mile from the house. Dressed in Chinese fishermen’s garb, he was guided to the spot by Lo Asan. Before leaving the house, he had been given last-minute instructions by McCulloch. The trader then handed him a bulging pouch. It contained opium for Soo Fang. Only then did Luke learn the price of his passage to Canton. He could not raise any objections at this stage. Opium was the price demanded by Soo Fang; McCulloch had agreed to pay. Luke was warned to give the fisherman only a limited amount each day – ‘to keep him going’. The bulk of the opium would be handed over when the journey had been successfully accomplished.
         
 
         Just before the boat was pushed away in the darkness, Lo Asan leaned inside and, to Luke’s great surprise, kissed him gently on the cheek. ‘Take good care of Kuei,’ she whispered. ‘I am very fond of her. You will be, too, when you know her better.’ Seconds later the boat slipped out into the waters of the natural harbour.
         
 
         Luke was glad Ezra McCulloch had not come to see him off. Had he witnessed Lo Asan’s innocent farewell gesture, Luke felt certain he would have made her suffer as a result.
         
 
         Unseen in the stern of the sampan, Kuei worked the single oar from side to side in the Water, using it both to steer and to propel the small vessel away from the shore. When they reached deeper, less sheltered waters Soo Fang and his daughter hoisted a small sail, both of them stepping carefully around Luke in the darkness as they carried out their work. Minutes later, the boat was gliding silently over the water, heading for the Pearl River estuary.
         
 
         Soo Fang and his two daughters sat hunched up in the stern of the sampan, no more than vague shapes to Luke. He occupied the small arched canopy in the centre of the boat which would serve as sleeping-quarters and was the vessel’s only shelter against the hot sun of the day. When he judged they were well clear of the shore Luke called, ‘Is there anything I can do to help…?’ 
         
 
         ‘Yes. Until it is light enough for ears to hear only what eyes can see, you will make no noise.’
         
 
         As little Tik-wei giggled at her sister’s sharp words, Soo Fang remonstrated with his elder daughter for the way in which she had spoken to their passenger. Luke himself did not know whether he ought to be angry or amused. Certainly, he had heard no woman speak to a man in such a manner since he had been in the Far East.
         
 
         Towards dawn, lulled by the soft lapping of water against the hull of the sampan, Luke dozed off. He woke suddenly and sat up, momentarily confused by his surroundings. Not far away, Tik-wei was curled up on a small mat, sleeping. Nearer to him, crouching on his haunches, Soo Fang was looking anxiously at Luke, his fingers nervously fighting each other as he clasped his hands together in his lap.
         
 
         ‘You have opium for me?’ he pleaded abjectly.
 
         Luke nodded and picked up the bag he had been using as a pillow. The opium was wrapped in an oiled cloth. Breaking off a sticky piece the size of a small walnut, he handed it to Soo Fang. The fisherman snatched it without thanks. Taking it in cupped hands, he carried it carefully to the bow of the boat where a small lamp burned. Beside it lay an opium pipe. The pipe was made from a thick tube of bamboo, into the side of which a smaller tube had been inserted to form the pipe bowl. Luke watched in fascination as Soo Fang moulded a small piece of opium with trembling hands. Rolling it into a tiny ball, he heated the opium carefully over the flame of the lamp before inserting it into the pipe bowl. Now he lay down on his side in the bottom of the boat and, holding the pipe bowl over the flame, inhaled deeply. His mouth completely covered the opening of the bamboo tube, and Soo Fang removed it only to allow the smoke to trickle slowly from nose and mouth.
         
 
         It was the first time Luke had seen opium being smoked. He watched in fascination as the soporific drug took effect and Soo Fang’s strained expression softened into a half-smile.
         
 
         ‘Are you so happy to see a man smoke your opium you do not wish to lose one moment of his misery?’
         
 
         Startled, Luke looked up to see Kuei standing over him holding out a bowl of rice and vegetables.
         
 
         It had been dark when Luke boarded the sampan, and he was seeing her for the first time. She was tall for a Chinese girl. Tall and slim. Her long black hair, plaited in a single thick queue, hung down her back as far as her waist. The stark simple style accentuated her high-cheekboned face and the smoothness of her neck. She was a striking girl rather than a beautiful one, but she carried herself with a haughtiness he had not expected to find in a fisherman’s daughter.
         
 
         Taking the bowl of food from her, Luke said easily, ‘Your father looks contented enough to me. I wish I could cast aside my cares as easily.’
         
 
         ‘You carry only dreams for other  men in your bag? You have only to reach inside to share his “contentment”. But no, you will not do that. It is not the Fan Qui way. Only Chinese dreams can bring you riches. Watch my father very carefully when next he comes to you for opium to put in his “pipe of dreams”. See his hands tremble as he tries to control the hunger for opium. Keep him waiting and the man will become a child – a child who whines that worms crawl in his stomach and rats gnaw at his shoulders. See this – as I have many, many times – then  tell me my father is contented.’
         
 
         Kuei looked at Luke angrily. ‘He has known no happiness since opium became his master. Before that he was a simple fisherman. His dreams were of a fine day and a good catch of fish. He had pride in himself and his family. That  was contentment. It will never come to him again. All he has now is a hunger that can never be satisfied. Hunger for the opium you barbarians bring to our country.’
         
 
         Kuei spat the last words at Luke with so much venom that he was genuinely alarmed. This was the girl who was supposed to be helping  him! A girl who held his life in her hands!
         
 
         ‘With so much hatred for Europeans in your heart, why are you taking me to Canton?’
         
 
         Her outburst over, much of the fire died away inside Kuei. She turned from Luke and crouched over the small cooking-lamp on which she had been warming the rice and vegetables. As she bent down, her short grey jacket rode high up her back, exposing a wide band of smooth skin and the beginning of the swelling of her small breasts.
         
 
         ‘I help you because it is Lo Asan’s wish.’
 
         ‘Lo Asan is herself living with a man who trades in opium. He paid for her with opium.’
         
 
         ‘The father of Lo Asan is the same as Soo Fang. He dreams … or he dies. Lo Asan is very ashamed that she was paid for by the misery of so many of our people. But she is a good daughter. She had to obey her father. Even so, Lo Asan believes she will one day make McCulloch love her so much he will sell no more opium to our people. That will bring much good to our country and make her very happy.’
         
 
         Kuei spoke the words without conviction. They were Lo Asan’s, not her own. She did not believe that the ambitious McCulloch would ever cease his trade in opium.
         
 
         Luke was equally sceptical. Opium was the one certain saleable commodity in a very uncertain and difficult trading situation. Lo Asan might be an exceptionally intelligent and attractive girl – but Ezra McCulloch was a determined and ruthless trader.
         
 
         Luke would have liked to talk some more with Kuei, but she went back to the stern oar, leaving Luke to think about the hatred she so obviously bore for all European traders. Moodily, he looked out across the waters of the estuary to the shore, where terraced cultivation clung tenaciously to the steep-sloped hillsides, utilizing every square foot of soil. Below the hills, the occupants of peasant farms and walled villages were beginning their long day, the muffled complaints of their wide-horned oxen carrying across the water.
         
 
         On her sleeping-mat Tik-wei stirred and woke, stretching lazily and rubbing sleep from her eyes. She smiled shyly at Luke. Self-consciously she ran the brush he had given her through her hair and then scrambled past him to collect her breakfast-dish from the small heating-lamp. When she returned, she sat cross-legged opposite Luke and began eating, using only two thin wooden sticks as eating-utensils. She shovelled food into her mouth at an incredible rate as Luke struggled to master the simple utensils. Eventually, after some amused tuition from Tik-wei, he managed to balance a little food on the ‘chopsticks’ long enough to bring it to his mouth.
         
 
         Before he had finished the long-drawn-out meal, Kuei called out, ‘A junk is coming down-river. I am not sure, but I think it is flying an Imperial banner. Tik-wei, hide the pipe and the lamp – quickly! Then wake Father. Hurry now.’
         
 
         Tik-wei scrambled to the bow of the boat and began shaking Soo Fang. He did not move. The little girl’s shaking became more urgent, but still Soo Fang lay on the wooden deck of the fishing vessel, oblivious to everything about him. Luke rose to go to Tik-wei’s assistance, but Kuei’s cry stopped him.
         
 
         ‘Are you a fool? Stay where you are. You must not show yourself. The junk is turning this way.’
         
 
         Luke was alarmed. He was dressed as a Chinese fisherman, but his disguise would not stand up to more than a cursory glance. If the junk came too close, he would be quickly recognized for what he was – a Fan Qui.
         
 
         Kuei was aware of it, too. ‘Lie down on the sleeping-mat,’ she called to Luke. ‘Tik-wei, wrap it around him. Be quick about it. We have only a few minutes.’
         
 
         Luke did as Kuei told him, lying down on the coarse rush mat beneath the low curved canopy. Moments later Tik-wei tucked the mat about his body, hiding him from head to toe.
         
 
         It was hot beneath the matting, and within seconds Luke was soaked with perspiration. Running from his forehead, it collected on his eyelids. When he foolishly blinked, the salt moisture irritated his eyes almost beyond endurance. Gritting his teeth, Luke resisted the urge to raise his hand and rub his eyes clear. Next, he had an overwhelming urge to sneeze, but then he felt the solid bump of another vessel coming alongside the sampan. Luke forgot all his trifling problems, his perspiration turning to ice.
         
 
         Then he heard a man’s voice, calling to Kuei, asking her business.
         
 
         ‘We go to Canton from Lan-tau.’ Kuei named the large island to the west of Hong Kong.
         
 
         ‘Wake your father. Let him speak for you.’
 
         ‘My father is ill,’ said Kuei, adopting the exaggerated humility expected of a girl addressing an officer of the Imperial Navy. ‘He has the sickness that eats the skin and fires the body.’
         
 
         ‘Aiyee!’ Luke heard the chorus of consternation from listening crew members on board the junk. Kuei had described the symptoms of smallpox, a fatal disease for which there was no known treatment.
         
 
         ‘I see no marks on the skin of your father.’ There was uncertainty in the voice of the Chinese officer. ‘He lies like a man who has been smoking opium.’
         
 
         ‘That is how our brother was, at first,’ Kuei replied tremulously, apparently on the verge of tears. ‘He had the fever and we could not wake him. Now he lies dead, wrapped in a mat, here in the boat. Please, come into the boat and examine his body.’
         
 
         Luke drew in his breath sharply. Kuei was taking a desperate risk in her bid to convince the Chinese naval officer.
         
 
         ‘Are you mad, girl? the officer retorted. ‘Would you have me bring the burning fever on board one of Admiral Kuan’s ships? Where do you go with your brother and father?’
         
 
         ‘To Canton, so they may lie at rest beside their ancestors.’
 
         ‘You are a dutiful daughter. Tsotang Teng will not thank me for allowing you to carry fever into his province, but I am here to defend the land of the King of Heaven against his enemies, not to protect a magistrate from foolish Hoklos. Go in peace.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you. May you bring great honour to the King of Heaven.’
         
 
         As water began to slap against the bow of the fishing sampan once again, Luke relaxed. Before long he again became aware of the discomfort and the heat. Then the matting was pulled away from his face by Tik-wei, and Kuei called, ‘You can uncover yourself now – but stay where you are. The junk is not far away, and there may be more of them on the river.’
         
 
         Luke extricated himself from the sleeping-mat and wiped the perspiration from his face and body, grateful for the faintest of breezes that blew through the open-ended shelter.
         
 
         He looked back to where Kuei was helping the sampan on its way with powerful sweeps of the stern oar. ‘You did very well back there. Thank you.’
         
 
         ‘You owe me nothing. I lied for the sake of my father.’
 
         She had begun to show her earlier arrogance, and in a bid to put their relationship on a more light-hearted footing Luke asked, ‘Weren’t you even the slightest  bit concerned for my safety, Kuei?’
         
 
         He was smiling, but Kuei stopped working the oar and threw him a contemptuous glance. She pointed to an island that rose high out of the water a mile away across the estuary. ‘You see that place? That is Lin-tin island. Before our navy junks came to the Pearl River there were sometimes twelve, sometimes twenty barbarian opium ships there. How much misery do you think they caused? How many families did they break up for the sake of a few dollars? This morning you told me I have hatred in my heart for your people. Now you tell me – why do the Fan Qui hate us so much that you destroy us in this way? What have we done to you? Should you be surprised that I hate all Fan Qui?’
         
 
         Kuei’s frank reply both  angered and hurt Luke.  He was honest enough to admit to himself that he wanted her to feel some concern for him. She was a most unusual girl with a remarkable depth of feeling. It hurt his pride to know that she felt nothing but contempt for him. Not that he could really blame her. Opium had all but destroyed her way of life – and Luke had a guilty conscience about the opium trade. He had worked in the East India Company’s auction rooms during the yearly opium sales, when opium was sold on the open market – on condition that it would only be traded in China. Thirty-five thousand chests had been sold the previous year. One thousand seven hundred and fifty tons of raw opium. To the Company it represented a profit of five hundred per cent on their investment. To smokers like Soo Fang …? This was a facet of the trade that rarely came up in conversation in India. Luke had once tried to broach the subject, but one of the more senior Company employees had ended the discussion with the knowledgeable statement that opium smoking was no more harmful than drinking alcohol.
         
 
         Now, sitting in a sampan on the Pearl River, with an opium addict unconscious in the bottom of the boat, Luke wondered whether the Europeans in India really believed their own lies. It was more probable that they sought to hide the distress that opium so blatantly brought to many families in China. Luke tried to comfort himself with the thought that opium was also used as a medicine to bring relief to many sufferers. Its medicinal value must surely outweigh its misuse by a few weak men. Opium financed a great part of the East India Company’s Indian administration. Such a large-scale operation had to be sanctioned by the British Government. It would never allow the continuance of a trade that brought such misery to so many ignorant people….
         
 
         Luke’s self-justifying argument lost all its force when he looked again at the still form of Soo Fang lying in the bottom of the sampan.
         
 
         Soo Fang did not regain consciousness until the early afternoon. Then he sat huddled in the bow of the boat until Kuei steered away from the middle of the estuary, heading for one of the many islets of thick bamboo breaking up the river current away from the main channel.
         
 
         ‘Soon we will be in a narrow part of the river,’ explained Kuei curtly, in answer to Luke’s question. ‘There are forts on both banks and many inquisitive eyes. From here it will be better for us to move only at night. We will rest for a few hours first.’
         
 
         As the sampan nosed into the tangled bamboo, Luke helped Kuei and Tik-wei to pull it forward until the bow nuzzled against a low ridge of mud and was effectively hidden from the view of anyone on the river or the shore.
         
 
         They slept until the sun went down and a full plump moon rose over the distant hills to the east. It cast a warm romantic light through the grass-like leaves of the tall bamboos – but there was little romance on board the sampan. Soo Fang moved as a man living a bad dream. Kuei made it quite clear that she held Luke to blame for his condition. Her attitude made Luke angry but, rather than risk a scene with her, he left the sampan and went ashore on the hard mud of the islet.
         
 
         Pushing his way through the tangled bamboo, Luke reached a small clearing on slightly higher ground. From here he could just make out the sails of a number of sampans, painted silver by the light of the moon, well out in the centre of the river. They were part of a small fishing fleet, heading down-river towards the mouth of the estuary. Inland, dim yellow lights flickered here and there in the small scattered houses of the Chinese peasant farmers. Farther up-river Luke saw a cluster of brighter lights. He guessed it must be the first of the Bogue forts, surrounded by the huts of the camp followers. Ezra McCulloch had told him of a great deal of activity hereabouts in recent weeks. The garrisons of the larger of the river forts had been reinforced by Tartar soldiers, newly arrived from the northern borders of China. Unlike the British Army, the Tartars did not travel alone. They had no settled home to which they could return at the end of a campaign. For them, home was wherever they happened to be. Where they went, there, too, went their wives and children – together with all their animals and belongings. Consequently, far from being isolated fortresses guarding the river approaches to Canton, the river forts now resembled the castles of medieval England, surrounded and half-hidden by the hastily erected shanties of their followers.
         
 
         Luke stayed looking out over the moonlight-bathed countryside for about an hour. By then he was beginning to be bothered by the attentions of a host of angry mosquitoes. They appeared to resent his presence as much as did Kuei.
         
 
         He was about to make his way back to the sampan when he heard someone crashing noisily through the bamboo towards him. Luke’s imagination ran riot and he tensed, waiting for what was to come. Then the figure of Soo Fang stumbled into the small clearing.
         
 
         ‘For God’s sake, man! What do you think you’re doing crashing around like that? On a night like this sound carries for miles. They must have heard you right across the river!’ In his relief and anger, Luke had spoken in English. Realizing his error, he said more quietly in Chinese, ‘Is something wrong? Are the others all right?’
         
 
         Soo Fang looked at Luke stupidly for a few moments, then he said, ‘I must have more opium. I am a very sick man.’
         
 
         Luke looked at the fisherman in disgust. ‘You made all that noise just to come and ask me for more opium? Come along, you’d better return to the boat with me.’
         
 
         ‘Wait….’
 
         Luke shook off Soo Fang’s hand and pushed his way through the bamboo towards the sampan. After only the slightest hesitation, Soo Fang hurried after him.
         
 
         Kuei was in a state of near-panic. She had not seen her father leave the sampan and did not know he was the cause of the noise on the island. Soo Fang brushed aside her chiding and again urged Luke to give him more opium.
         
 
         ‘Please!’ He took Luke’s hand and clung to it in desperation. ‘I have a sick pain in my belly. I must  have opium.’
         
 
         ‘You can have opium in the morning. We’ll be getting under way soon, travelling up-river towards Canton. You’ll need to look and act like a fisherman if we’re to arouse no suspicion. You’ll be no use to anyone lying in the bottom of the boat. Tomorrow doesn’t matter. You’ll be able to sleep for as long as you wish.’
         
 
         ‘How can I fish when my belly is on fire? Please, I beg you. Give me opium … or I die.’
         
 
         Kuei came to stand by her father, and in the bright light of the moon there was no mistaking her expression of contempt when she looked at Luke. He was being blamed for Soo Fang’s abject condition. But it was to her father she spoke.
         
 
         ‘Have you so lost your pride that you beg from a Fan Qui? Do you forget you are Hoklo – one of the boat-people? Will you behave as a beggar from the alleyways of the city? Come, Father. We must take this barbarian to Canton because I have made a promise to Lo Asan. But we will not return to Hong Kong. We will go away. Back to the home of your fathers, in Fu-kien. There we will cure you of the need for opium and forget we ever saw the Fan Qui. One day the Emperor will drive every one of them far from our lands. Then we will be as we once were….’
         
 
         Soo Fang was not listening. He had seen the angry look Luke had given to Kuei and, in his desperation, had misinterpreted it.
         
 
         ‘I plead  with you for opium. I am only a poor fisherman, but all I have is yours to take if you will only end my misery. My boat….’ Soo Fang licked his lips and looked quickly down at the wooden planking beneath his feet. ‘My daughter….’
         
 
         Kuei’s mouth dropped open and she looked at her father in horror. When she spoke her voice came out as a whisper of disbelief. ‘You offer me to a Fan Qui? You would give me to him for his opium? No, Father. Please….’
         
 
         ‘Didn’t you tell me that a daughter must obey her father?’ Luke said, quietly mocking her. He had been on the receiving end of her sharp tongue since the voyage up-river had begun. Her present discomfort was something new. ‘Is Lo Asan so much more of a daughter to her  father?’
         
 
         Soo Fang clung eagerly to Luke’s hand. ‘You want Kuei? You will give me opium?’
         
 
         Luke shifted his gaze to the wretched fisherman. He would be no use to them tonight in this condition. Far better for all of them if he lay quietly in the bottom of the sampan, drugged into silence.
         
 
         ‘Yes, Soo Fang. I’ll give you opium. Here….’
 
         Opening the bag he carried, Luke dropped the whole ball of opium at Soo Fang’s feet. He stepped back as the fisherman dropped to his knees, grovelling in the shadows for the drug that meant more to him than his own family.
         
 
         ‘You give my father only what is his – and for this you would take his daughter? Truly, you are a trader, barbarian. McCulloch will need to beware of you. One day you will take all that is his in the same way.’
         
 
         ‘Perhaps I shall also take McCulloch’s ways and teach you to be a little more respectful.’ Luke remembered the trader’s cruel grip on Lo Asan’s face when she had first come into the room where he and Luke were talking. But Luke spoke only to taunt Kuei. Her father’s desperate offer to him had pierced the shield of toughness she had built around herself. Luke had seen her vulnerability and taken advantage of it. He was relieved to learn she was as feminine as any other girl, but he had no intention of hurting her any more. He had never taken Soo Fang’s offer seriously for a single moment.
         
 
         Luke had reckoned without Kuei’s own peculiar pride. In truth, he had learned the language of the Chinese well, but he knew little of the complicated code of honour by which they lived. He had suggested that Kuei was less honourable than Lo Asan. The suggestion had not been made seriously, but it had been made. It was necessary for Kuei to prove herself as worthy a daughter as Lo Asan.
         
 
         Soo Fang had disgraced his family before this barbarian. She would not add to his dishonour, but she would obey on her own terms.
         
 
         ‘You need teach me nothing. My father gave me to you, so I must be yours – but only for tonight. Four catties of opium will not buy me for life….’ A catty was about twenty-eight ounces. A ball of opium weighed seven pounds. ‘Neither will I allow my sister to see my shame. We will go on the island. Come.’
         
 
         Kuei turned from him and stepped over the side of the sampan on to the mud islet. Here she paused and ordered Tik-wei to look after their father, being careful to ensure he made no sound. Wide-eyed and bewildered by what was happening, Tik-wei could only nod her head.
         
 
         As Kuei pushed her way through the bamboos, Luke’s first instinct was to call her back, to tell her he would not take advantage of her addict father’s outrageous offer. But a new and overpowering emotion had begun to stir deep inside him. Kuei was an attractive girl and she excited him. Did it matter what he did tonight? Once they reached Canton he would probably never see her again. Besides, had she wanted to, it would have been easy for her to laugh off her father’s offer to him….
         
 
         Luke stepped from the sampan and followed the soft-footed girl through the bamboos.
         
 
         In the clearing where Soo Fang had found Luke earlier, Kuei stopped and turned to face him.
         
 
         ‘You want me here?’
 
         Luke’s perspiration owed nothing to the heat of the night. He nodded, glad his face was shadowed from the light of the ascending moon. He still did not believe that Kuei would really go through with this. Then he sucked in his breath as she raised her arms and drew the cotton jacket over her head. Kuei wore nothing beneath it, and her small breasts heaved with the emotion that was in her. Next she reached down and wriggled out of her trousers to stand before him as naked as a new-born child.
         
 
         The sight of her body in the soft moonlight sent the blood pounding in Luke’s ears, and he was aware of his masculinity as he had never been before. Not daring to speak, he took a half-step towards her. Reaching out, he touched her shoulders. Slowly he traced the roundness of her body down as far as her waist, and she quivered beneath his hands.
         
 
         Her chin rose, and she looked up into his face. ‘You will need to tell me what to do…. I have not done this before.’
         
 
         Luke’s hands dropped away from her body as shame replaced all other emotions. His mouth opened and closed stupidly as he sought the words he wanted to say. They would not come. Turning abruptly from her, he stumbled blindly back to the sampan.
         
 
         Behind him, Kuei trembled violently for a full minute before she sought her clothes and began to put them on again. She had won another battle with the Fan Qui, and she smiled. But it was not a smile of victory. The barbarian’s hands had aroused feelings in her for which she would always know nothing but shame.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Four

         
 
         WITH a lantern attached to the stern, the sampan made steady progress up-river towards Canton. Soo Fang slept heavily inside the shelter while Luke hung over the side of the vessel with Tik-wei, making a pretence of fishing. Behind them Kuei toiled at the oar, pushing the boat against the sluggish tide. Along the great river, for as far as could be seen, fishing-lights winked at their dull reflection in the muddy river. Fish, attracted to the lights as moths to a flame, were swiftly netted and shaken out into the bottoms of the boats.
         
 
         Kuei was propelling their boat much faster than any of the other sampans, so they did not catch a great many fish. Nevertheless, they did net a number of small ones, much to Tik-wei’s delight.
         
 
         More than once, the sampan was hailed by another fisherman. On such occasions, Kuei shouted a reply that satisfied the other fisherman and, as often as not, left him chuckling at the sauciness of the Hoklo girl. All the same, Kuei kept them as far from the other boats as was possible. In the moonlight Luke was no more than a shadowy figure, just another fisherman busy with his work.
         
 
         Fortunately, they met up with no more Imperial Navy vessels – but once they were overtaken by an unlit craft that was long and slim, with an impressive bank of oars on either side. At its passing, Kuei whispered urgently for Tik-wei to extinguish the fishing-lamp and she hurriedly veered away from the silent vessel.
         
 
         In answer to Luke’s question, she said cryptically, ‘Pirates.’
 
         Fortunately for all of them, the pirates were after bigger game than the tiny Hoklo fishing boat. That night one of the riverside villages was raided and razed to the ground. It was no more than half a mile from a small fort manned by the part-time soldiers of the green-banner regiment of China, but the militia officers could not persuade a single ‘soldier’ to go to the aid of the villagers in the darkness.
         
 
         Shortly before dawn, Kuei once again steered the sampan into the shelter of a bamboo-covered island for the day. This time it was a horseshoe-shaped island with a clear pool of water at the centre, hidden from outside view by the drooping bamboo.
         
 
         Soo Fang was conscious again, but he sat in the bow of the boat, behaving as might a man with a colossal hangover. Staring unseeingly ahead of him, he seemed unaware of his surroundings.
         
 
         Luke doubted whether he would sleep. He was still confused and upset by the events of the previous night. Kuei had said nothing to him since then, although she behaved perfectly normally in all other respects. In spite of his misgivings, Luke lay down on the coarse mat and within minutes had fallen into a deep and exhausted sleep.
         
 
         He opened his eyes with a start, woken by an unusual sound. He lay still for a few moments, listening. The sun was shining in through the open end of the shelter, having already coursed three-quarters of the sky. The heat and humidity were almost unbearable. Once again Luke heard the sound that had wakened him. It was the splashing of water, this time accompanied by a half-stifled giggle.
         
 
         Crawling from the cramped shelter, Luke stepped over the prostrate form of Soo Fang, shielded from the sun by the partially raised sail. Rising to his feet, Luke immediately saw the reason for the girls’ merriment. Tik-wei and Kuei were swimming in the pool at the heart of the bamboo island. Both girls were naked and enjoying themselves as though they were in a safe, and private, garden.
         
 
         As Tik-wei paddled about in a vain attempt to catch her more agile sister, Kuei turned on to her back, long black hair streaming out in the water about her, and urged Tik-wei on to greater efforts.
         
 
         Kuei saw Luke watching from the sampan. For a fleeting moment the smile left her face; then she splashed a final handful of water at her sister and swam strongly to the sampan, hoisting herself on board with one quick agile movement. Making no attempt to hide her nakedness from Luke, she stood with her head tilted over the side of the sampan and wrung water from her long hair.
         
 
         When Luke turned away in embarrassment, Kuei’s low voice called mockingly to him, ‘Is my body so ugly that it is only in the darkness you dare to look upon it – barbarian?’ 
         
 
         Luke turned to look at her again. This time he stared at her long and hard, enjoying the sight of her body glistening with a million pearls of water that enhanced all yet hid nothing. He had the satisfaction of seeing her cheeks redden, but his own stomach muscles had contracted violently. He could only stammer, ‘No, Kuei. Only my thoughts are ugly.’
         
 
         Bending down, Kuei picked up the heap of drab grey clothing and moved away to the shelter. Last night the young barbarian had thought to humiliate her; now he deeply regretted it. Of that she was certain. Not only had she saved ‘face’, but she was also now well ahead of him on points scored. As she dressed and plaited her hair into a thick black queue, Kuei watched Luke through the loosely woven matting of the sleeping-shelter. Tik-wei swam to the edge of the sampan and reached up a hand for him to help her aboard. He lifted her easily, then recoiled in mock dismay as Tik-wei shook her head, flicking water over him. Kuei smiled. She had given the barbarian a hard time on the way up-river, blaming him for all the transgressions of the Fan Qui – of Ezra McCulloch in particular. In truth, McCulloch was the only other barbarian she had ever met. She did not like him. He was cruel to Lo Asan and made her unhappy, although Lo Asan would never admit it to anyone. Lo Asan was a Manchu girl, one of the ruling class to which the Emperor himself belonged. She was much too good for the big Fan Qui. Indeed, she was too good for anyone in this part of China. No, Kuei did not like McCulloch. But this one …? Kuei smiled again. She thought she could learn to like this barbarian, ‘Luke’, very much. Now the event was behind her, she was ready to admit that the way he had looked at her body had excited her beyond words. And when he touched her …! His hand had burned like fire, yet he had not taken her. She was glad. It was not yet time.
         
 
         Kuei’s father stirred and groaned, and her good humour faded quickly. Soo Fang tried to climb to his feet. Falling, he crawled to the side of the sampan and hanging his head down to within inches of the water, he retched noisily.
         
 
         ‘Tik-wei! Fetch some food … and tea.’
 
         When the retching died away, Kuei struggled to drag her father back into the boat. Luke went to her assistance and was shocked by the frailty of the fisherman. His bones were as light and as brittle as a pigeon’s. Lifting Soo Fang bodily, Luke placed him inside the shelter and watched as both girls brought food and drink. While Tik-wei held the head of her emaciated father in her hands, Kuei tried to coax him to take food and drink.
         
 
         Eventually, Kuei’s efforts proved successful. Soo Fang ate his first food since the voyage up-river began, but for the remainder of that day he sat in the shade of the sleeping-shelter, staring vacantly before him. Even when Tik-wei sat down beside him and leaned affectionately against his shoulder, Soo Fang made no sign that he knew she was there. Stupefied by too much opium, his senses needed constant prodding before they reacted.
         
 
         Luke wanted to ask Kuei when and where her father had begun smoking opium, but she seemed to be in a happier frame of mind today, and he did not wish to upset her yet again.
         
 
         When the sun sank into a blanket of many colours in the western sky, Kuei eased the sampan out of the bamboos, and Soo Fang had recovered sufficiently to be able to raise the sail with Luke’s help. They needed to catch some fish quickly before they resumed their journey. The river narrowed soon, and it was likely that other sampans would pass close enough for their occupants to see what was being carried. In any other circumstances, the next few hours would have been extremely pleasant, as they fished the river, helped on their way by a breeze from the sea which was cooler than of late.
         
 
         Luke was fishing with a line when he hooked into an angry young shark. In the excitement of getting it on board, Kuei left her oar and came forward to help. Still fighting hard, the shark was finally dragged into the boat and lay threshing about on the wooden boards surrounded by a variety of less energetic fish. In the hostile environment the slit gills of the shark twitched open and the tiny black eyes glittered malevolently at anyone who approached too close. When Tik-wei prodded it with her foot the horseshoe slash of a mouth opened to reveal rows of wicked backward-sloping teeth. Luke thought of the two girls swimming in these waters not more than a couple of hours before and he broke out in a cold sweat. This shark undoubtedly had larger brothers not very far away.
         
 
         However, there were worse dangers than sharks in these troubled waters. They entered ‘The Bogue’ just before midnight. Here the Pearl estuary narrowed dramatically. Until now it had been fifteen to twenty miles wide. Now it was suddenly pinched in with less than two miles separating the banks. They had entered the Pearl River proper.
         
 
         Dotted about them were the lanterns of other fishing boats, with the concentration of lights from the forts on either side.
         
 
         It was Tik-wei who first saw the large ship that came silently up-river behind them, its sails gleaming ghostly white in the moonlight. In an instant Kuei had swung in the lamp and extinguished it quickly. Around them on the river others were hastily doing the same.
         
 
         ‘What is it?’ Luke asked, only to be quickly silenced by Kuei.
 
         ‘Hush! It is one of your Fan Qui ships. They are trying to pass the Bogue forts in the darkness. If they see us here, they will run us down so we will not warn the soldiers.’
         
 
         Luke could see the vessel more clearly now as it passed them at a distance of no more than a couple of hundred yards. It was certainly a European vessel and it was taking a desperate gamble by sailing up here at night. Ezra McCulloch had charts of the estuary in his house on Hong Kong island, and Luke had spent some time studying them. The river hereabouts was scattered with rocks and small islands, and navigation was a hazardous business even in daytime. To attempt the passage in darkness was madness, even if the captain intended doing no more than clear the Bogue forts and anchor in the safer water beyond.
         
 
         As the ship surged by, Luke saw the dark shadows of open ports along the whole of her length. They were gun-ports – and far too many for a merchantman. This was a man-of-war, a frigate of at least thirty-two guns.
         
 
         Kuei was guiding the sampan towards a patch of dark water, shadowed by sandstone hills on one of the islands to the left of the Bogue entrance, when there came a loud hail from a boat somewhere ahead of them. The shout was taken up by someone in a second boat – and then a third, and a fourth, until eventually there was an answering cry from the nearest fort. The Chinese had a chain of boats guarding the entrance to the Bogue. Had the unknown man-of-war not appeared on the scene, Soo Fang’s family and Luke would have fallen into the hands of the Imperial Chinese forces.
         
 
         The sound of excited shouting and the banging of gongs echoed across the narrow waters of the Bogue, and more lights sprang into life as the Tartar soldiers tumbled from their beds and prepared for action.
         
 
         ‘We’d better turn about, Kuei. There’s going to be a battle,’ Luke called softly to the girl.
         
 
         ‘Then everyone will be far too busy to bother with us,’ replied Kuei firmly. ‘There is a good wind. We will be beyond the forts before they begin fighting.’
         
 
         Kuei was wrong. The words were hardly out before the first shot was fired from one of the forts. Determined not to be the last to open fire, the crews of each cannon opened fire hurriedly, not bothering to take aim. This, coupled with the haphazard charging of the ancient weapons, made it dangerous for a craft to be anywhere on the river between the two main forts. Cannonballs were falling on the surface of the Bogue as though sprinkled from a giant pepper-pot.
         
 
         Suddenly the unidentified warship returned the fire. It was an awesome lesson in gunnery. The first broadside threw five hundred pounds of lead shot singing over the sampan. It crashed into the fort on the left bank of the Bogue, and a similar salvo was fired at the fort on Chuenpi island on the other side of the narrow neck of water. No sooner had the first salvo struck home than the reloaded cannons thundered out for a second time.
         
 
         The roar and flash of the cannons, and the splash of the Tartars’ shot terrified Tik-wei. Luke caught her as she tried to rush past him in a blind panic. Soo Fang crouched in the bottom of the sampan trembling with terror, his hands clapped firmly over his ears. Only Kuei seemed unmoved by the bedlam about them. As he held the sobbing Tik-wei tightly, Luke marvelled at Kuei’s calm courage. She held the sampan on course, ignoring the din of battle until they rounded a long high spit of land. With Tik-wei tucked beneath one arm, Luke leaped to adjust the sail which was flapping uselessly, robbed of wind by the high hills.
         
 
         On the shore, Luke could see dark figures running back and forth between the sea and the fort, caught in the light from the fires that raged in the fort and the surrounding hovels.
         
 
         Moments later the battle was behind them, hidden by the spit of land. Kuei’s skill and calm courage had brought them to safety. But when Luke tried to express his honest admiration Kuei cut him short.
         
 
         ‘It was the only way. Now you must take the oar. Keep the sampan between the islands ahead. I must attend to my father.’
         
 
         Luke made his way to the stern of the little craft and took the oar from Kuei’s hand. As she moved to pass him, Kuei slipped and Luke’s arm went out to prevent her from falling. For a few moments he held her close to him. Then her pale face was turned to his and she twisted from his grasp.
         
 
         As Luke steered the sampan between the islands, he could hear Kuei talking soothingly to her father. She spoke to him as though he were a small child. Later, with Tik-wei’s help, she got him beneath the shelter and on to the matting bed. Then, protesting indignantly, Tik-wei was tucked up, too. Not until then did Kuei return to the stern of the sampan. Taking the oar from Luke’s hands without comment, she pulled it hard towards her, bringing the sampan around in a tight turn. ‘Now we leave the main channel. When day comes there will be too many boats here.’
         
 
         Luke nodded. McCulloch’s chart had shown the rive between here and Canton to be a maze of islands, some large, others no more than large rocks. There were a hundred different routes they might take. Any one of them would be safer than the established route. Luke stayed in the stern of the sampan, separated from Kuei by only the oar, for most of the night. He tried to draw her into conversation, but she did not want to talk and quickly silenced him, pretending she was concentrating on sighting particular landmarks in the pale moonlight.
         
 
         Luke desperately wanted to speak to her, but not until the moon had sunk below the ridge of the hills to the west of them and the sky to the east gave the first intimation of dawn did Luke take his courage in his hands and say what was on his mind. A few more minutes and Kuei would be able to see his face, then he would never say the words he had been rehearsing silently for half the night.
         
 
         ‘Kuei … I … I’m sorry about what happened back there on the island.’
         
 
         He faltered, waiting for Kuei to say something to make it easier. She remained silent.
         
 
         ‘I wouldn’t have done anything to you. Not there … like that.’
         
 
         ‘Then why did you let me take off all my clothes?’
 
         Her soft reply threw Luke into confusion.
 
         ‘I don’t know…. I didn’t think you’d really do it.’ He shrugged his shoulders miserably.
         
 
         ‘Perhaps you wanted me to be ashamed, eh? Because I make you so angry?’
         
 
         ‘No…. Yes! I suppose that was part of the reason,’ Luke admitted. ‘I’m sorry, Kuei. If we get to Canton, it will be entirely due to you. I know that. I owe you a great deal.’
         
 
         Now it was Kuei’s turn to shrug her shoulders. ‘Why should you feel sorry? You are a barbarian. Should I expect you to behave like a Chinese?’
         
 
         As soon as the words were out, Kuei regretted saying them. Luke had made a sincere apology to her. He had tried to heal the breach between them and did not deserve such a snub. It was her own father who had offered her to him. Luke would have been fully entitled to take her, on the bamboo island. Looking at Luke in the feeble light, Kuei wondered how he would have felt towards her now, had he done so. She burned hot at the thought and hoped the light was not sufficient for Luke to see the blood that had rushed to her cheeks.
         

      

      
    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/10_online.jpg
Hu(NU,I\UU]!.W/,l-‘o/
—ut}-uryo——

puels] an:wwouwaqu NS
>
\QNSUWM \hw.)e &

puElIs| rodhuey A

§ ’ .Omvvfmxbdm






OPS/250_online.jpg
China in the early

nineteenth century

2,

\j‘g u_,fch'\n'.kh
Nank:

Hu-peh Province






OPS/robert_hale_online.jpg
ROBERT HALE - LONDON





OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OPS/9780709096566_cover_epub.jpg
E.V. THOMPSON

The Dreams,
Traders -\






