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The Small Bites series grew from a simple, personal aim: to create stories that could be fully experienced in a single sitting. Written for readers with little time to spare—for moments stolen on trains, buses, or during lunch breaks—each piece delivers a complete, emotionally resonant narrative without demanding a long-term commitment. The stories are immersive yet concise, distilling the depth and power of a novel into a form that respects the reader’s time while never diminishing its impact.

Under the Palm and the Cannon

1741, along the storm-lashed coast of southern India, a young farmer is torn from his family’s paddy fields and thrust into a war he does not understand.

The Dutch have come not as guests, but as masters—merchant princes armed with cannon, determined to claim the pepper-rich shores of Travancore as their own. Against them stands King Marthanda Varma’s hastily gathered army: fishermen, labourers, farmers—men who have never seen the sea, now forced to defend it.

Through the eyes of one reluctant conscript, he is plunged into the brutal reality of the Battle of Colachel. Cannon fire tears bodies apart. Monsoon rains rot flesh in trenches. Close combat collapses the distance between enemy and man, until killing becomes personal, intimate, and irreversible. There is no glory here—only fear, rage, and the terrible understanding that survival demands violence.

As the Dutch fort starves behind its walls and the sea turns from highway to prison, the young soldier confronts not only foreign invaders but the transformation within himself. Victory comes—but it carries no triumph, only scars that linger long after the guns fall silent.

Dark, unflinching, and emotionally raw, Under the Palm and the Cannon is a visceral portrait of resistance against colonial expansion—and the heavy cost paid by those who stand in its path.
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To the men of Travancore who stood at Colachel in 1741—

farmers, fishermen, labourers—

who faced cannon and musket not for conquest,

but to defend the earth that had raised them.

To the families who waited through storm and silence,

not knowing whether the sea would return their sons.

And to the fields that endure—

silent witnesses to the price paid

so they might remain free.

Under the Palm and the Cannon
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PART I – WHEN THE EARTH STILL KNEW MY NAME
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Chapter 1 – The Summons
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I was knee-deep in water when the king’s men came.

The paddy field stretched before me like a sheet of green silk trembling in the wind. The young rice bent in slow waves beneath the breath of the monsoon, each blade sharp and alive, each root drinking deeply from the flooded earth. Leeches clung unseen to my calves. Dragonflies skimmed the surface. The sky above was a vast pale bowl, heavy with the promise of more rain.

The monsoon had fed the land well that year. The bunds were strong, the channels full. My father said the rice would grow thick and golden, and perhaps—if the gods were kind—we might sell enough in the market at Nagercoil to repair the sagging roof and replace the ox we had lost to fever in summer. He spoke of it the way a man speaks of a fragile dream—carefully, so as not to disturb it.

My world was mud and water and sky.

Beyond the fields, our village lay in a crescent of coconut palms and jackfruit trees. Low houses with thatched roofs crouched close together as if for protection against wind and fate alike. Smoke curled from cooking fires in thin grey threads. Children chased one another barefoot along the hard-packed earth paths, their laughter carrying across the water. Women beat clothes against flat stones near the irrigation channel, gossip rising and falling like birdsong. The scent of boiling rice and tamarind drifted in the damp air.

At the heart of it all stood the temple.

It was not large by the measure of cities, but to us it was the axis of the world. Its tiled roof sloped deep and low, carved wooden beams darkened by decades of oil smoke and monsoon damp. The small gopuram at the entrance bore faded figures of gods and guardians, their painted eyes wide and watchful. Within, the sanctum lay cool and shadowed, the stone floor worn smooth by generations of bare feet.

Every dawn the bell rang.

Its sound travelled farther than any voice, rolling over the paddies and through the palms. It marked the beginning of work and the end of quarrels. It called us to festival and to mourning. When my grandfather died, it was the temple bell that told the village before words did. When the harvest was good, we brought the first sheaves there, laying them before the deity in gratitude.

As a child, I had learned to walk by gripping the outer wall of that temple. I had hidden behind its pillars during festivals, watching dancers spin in oil-lamp light. I had knelt beside my mother in the cool dimness while she pressed my head down in prayer, whispering that the gods see even the smallest of us.

When I was afraid of thunder as a boy, it was the priest who told me that storms were the drums of the heavens, not a sign of anger. When the ox died that summer, we had led it past the temple before burial, asking forgiveness for failing to save it.

The temple was not stone and timber.

It was memory.

It was belonging.

It was proof that we were rooted.

I remember straightening in the field to ease my back, wiping sweat from my brow with a muddy forearm. That was when I saw them.

Three riders moving along the narrow bund between the paddies, their horses splashing through runoff channels. Water fanned from their hooves in bright arcs. Their red-and-gold turbans marked them as men of the palace guard, the colors vivid even beneath the grey sky.

They did not belong to mud and rice and coconut smoke.

They belonged to the king.

Even before they reached the edge of our land, I felt the weight in my stomach—a heaviness like stone dropped into water.

Around me, other farmers paused. A hoe lifted and hung motionless in the air. A woman straightened from transplanting seedlings, shading her eyes. The rhythm of the village faltered.

My mother came from the house wiping her hands on her sari, rice flour still clinging to her fingers. She did not call out to me. She only stood at the doorway, eyes fixed on the riders. My father stepped onto the bund from the far side of the field, mud coating his legs to the knee. He did not hurry. He did not speak.

He stood very still.

The riders reined in at the edge of our land. Their horses snorted and tossed their heads, unused to standing among flooded fields. For a moment no one said anything. I could hear only the creak of leather and the distant cry of a koel bird.

They did not dismount at first.

The tallest of them, a man with a scar along his jaw, looked down at us as if measuring grain.

“The king calls,” he said.

That was all.

No explanation of why. No room for refusal.

The words carried across the water and seemed to settle into the mud at my feet.

Behind me, the temple bell rang once—just once—struck by the priest marking the afternoon offering. The sound rolled over the fields, steady and clear.

It struck me then that I might not hear it again.

My mother’s hand rose to her mouth. My father’s jaw tightened, but he inclined his head toward the riders. That small gesture was acceptance, obedience, and surrender to duty all at once.

The king’s call was not merely command.

It was fate.

By evening, I walked once around the temple courtyard, barefoot on the cool stone. I pressed my forehead to the outer wall where I had done so as a child. I placed a single grain of rice at the shrine, an offering so small it seemed foolish.

“Let me return,” I whispered—not for glory, not for honor, but for the right to stand again in mud and water beneath this sky.

When I left, the village seemed smaller.

The paddies shimmered in the fading light. Smoke rose from evening fires. The bell rang again, steady and unchanged.

By nightfall, I was no longer only a farmer’s son.

By morning, I would be a soldier of Travancore.

And the temple would ring without me.
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