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			Chapter 1

			A sweet, cloying scent lingered in the air as Manu’s scattered consciousness pieced itself together. He blinked open his eyes and saw a monk robe, his monk robe, hanging on a shabby, grimy wooden wall next to a Chinese calendar. Oh… crap. Manu groaned as he struggled to push his throbbing head up from a porcelain pillow and lever his frame up from a wooden bed. The memories of the night before flooded back to him. A high-stakes poker game on a gambling airship… a string of bad luck… and then this opium den…

			An intense beam of light penetrated the narrow gaps of the wooden wall. The noise of a bustling port slum outside the door let Manu know it was probably close to noon. He was the last customer in this cramped room, which was as narrow as an arm span. Uncle Heng, an old Chinese attendant, served him with the usual things he needed for his morning ritual: a cigarette, a box of matches, a copy of a newspaper, and a brass chamber pot. Manu reached deep into his pouch and grabbed the last satang coin to tip the old man.

			That’s the last one. Guess I’ll have to pour the chamber pot into the canal myself when I’m done, Manu thought as he lit a cigarette and squatted down over the chamber pot. His mind wandered. That fucking hand last night… I flopped straight against a set. I went all in on the turn, where I had a seventy-seven percent chance to win and would have had a hundred pounds in my pocket right now. But with that ace on the river, the goddess of luck fucked me with that twenty-three percent, and I lost everything…

			Somewhere in an alternate universe, with all the same choices that I made, I would be a rich man. Manu snapped out of his thoughts and opened the newspaper.

			Lavo Post 

			13th March 1893/ Waning Moon, 11th night, 4th month, Year of the Snake, 1255 Lesser Era

			FRANCE THREATENS WAR ON LAVO

			KRUNG LAVO – Governor-General de Lanessan of French Indochina claimed that the Lavo expedition force to subdue the Haws, led by Crown Prince Arun, trespassed into French Indochina territory east of the Mekong. The Governor-General threatened retaliation. 

			

			I’m sure my brother is going to kick their asses, Manu mused. Then he heard a wooden door creak open, revealing three imposing Chinese men in ragged clothes and with large dadao broadswords in their hands. Their foreheads were shaved and the rest of the hair pulled back into a Manchu queue that wrapped around their crowns, signifying their working-class status.

			These were the men of the Triad, a Chinese secret society of criminal syndicates.

			“Ahh… Third Brother,” Manu addressed the leader, a massive middle-aged man with a broad jaw and tigerlike beard. “What did I do to deserve this honor?”

			The Third Brother loomed over the squatting Manu, pointing the giant broadsword at his face.

			“Wait… are you intimidating me?” Manu asked with a cigarette in his mouth. “Why bring big swords, man? They’re useless in a room this narrow.” He stood up and wrapped a chang-kben cloth over his loins. “Besides, you’ve come to the wrong place. Money is at the temple. Come with me. I’ll get it for you,” he bluffed as he grabbed his chamber pot and tried to squeeze his body out of the room.

			“No need, Princeling,” said the Third Brother as he firmly grabbed Manu. “The Big Brother doesn’t want your money or your deals anymore.” The Third Brother raised his sword. Before he could smack the pommel down with his full force, Manu spat a burning cigarette at his eye. The Third Brother blinked, and Manu swiftly smacked his chamber pot in the Third Brother’s face and front-kicked him in the chest, sending the three Triads falling back on the floor like dominoes. Manu leaped over the three and tumbled out of the opium den into an alley, where he crashed into a slum pig. Oink! the pig cried and ran away.

			Manu was quickly surrounded by a dozen more Triad members armed with broadswords, all pointing at him. A swordsman stepped forward and swung his blade. Manu blocked it with the chamber pot and knocked the swordsman down with a headbutt. Then he back-kicked another swordsman, who had attacked him from behind. A standoff ensued for a fraction of a second until the Third Brother stepped out the door.

			“Let’s teach this princeling a lesson, boys!” the Third Brother roared, charging at Manu and swinging his sword. Manu parried with the chamber pot but was kicked in the stomach and knocked to the ground. He tumbled and sprang up. “Look, hear me out. There is no need for bloodshed,” he said. He thought that if the Third Brother heard of his brilliant plan to make money for that night, he might even want to chip in. I still don’t have the money right now, and I need someone to invest in me for tonight, he thought as he let down his guard to deescalate the situation.

			Then the Third Brother charged again. Oh shit, Manu thought. He blinked his eyes shut as he raised the chamber pot up in a desperate attempt to parry.

			

			Suddenly, a thunderous sound of cavalry hooves echoed through the narrow slum. The Third Brother and his Triad fighters scattered in the blink of an eye. Manu turned back and saw a troop of marine cavalry riding through the alley in single file. Leading the cavalry was a tall, broad white man with straw-colored facial hair wearing a navy-blue frock coat and a peaked cap. He was Andreas Jørgensen, the marine commander of Lavo and Manu’s old friend from the Royal Danish Naval Academy.

			“Yo, Dre!” Manu called out to his friend as the chaos subsided. “Can I hitch a ride back to the temple?”

			“Whoa!” Andreas commanded his handsome black Australian Waler to halt and gently patted the steed. “Not for free, buddy,” he replied as he signaled his men to lend a horse to Manu.
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			“So, why are you patrolling the streets, Dre?” Manu queried as the two rode their horses from the slum alley onto the New Road, the first Western-style paved street in Lavo, which connected the port to the Royal Avenue. “I thought we had real police imported from India to handle law enforcement shit like this,” he continued, glancing across the road to inspect a Western-style liquor store in a two-story concrete building that lined the New Road.

			

			Note to self: try that green bottle of absinthe. I haven’t had that stuff since I returned to Lavo. Manu’s mind wandered. He observed the people on the street. Lavo street hawkers, Chinese rickshaw coolies, Indian guardsmen, and white expatriates all looked at him weirdly. They gossiped with their peers as he rode past. Manu thought the biggest giveaway that he was a prince was that he had no tattoos on his body at all. Prior to the abolition of serfs and slaves in Lavo-Ayodhya a few years back, every Lavo common man needed to have a tattoo on his arm or wrist to register who his lord was or which department he belonged to in the state’s corvée labor forces.

			“I’m tasked with organizing the defense of the city. If the French take Lavo, then I’m screwed. All my investments, business concessions, the trams, the trains, and the electricity… poof… gone, just like that,” Andreas replied while a tram with a Jørgensen Corporation logo passed by.

			“Speaking of investment…” Manu changed the subject.

			“Oh, no. Not again,” Andreas palmed his face. “Gosh darn it, just stick to being a monk, eh? I think you’re making money just fine making fake amulets and chanting at funerals.”

			“Hear me out, Dre… tonight, I’ll go to the poker game at the airship Aces again. Why? Because Keyvan Qomi will be there,” said Manu.

			

			“Yeah, he’s a big fish,” Andreas remarked, a poker term for someone who was designated prey for others players to profit from.

			“He’s a whale. A big fucking blue whale!” Manu exclaimed. “I’ll hunt that Moby-Dick tonight!” He slammed his fist into his palm. “But I just need some starting cash to buy in. You can stake in me, and I’ll give you a share of the winnings.”

			“Hearing that, I think I’ll go to Aces tonight,” said Andreas while lighting a cigarette. “I’ll do some whale hunting on my own.”

			“Don’t you have to organize the defense of the city?” Manu asked as the two turned toward the Legation Road, where the atmosphere was more restful than the bustling New Road. Neoclassical homes, legations, consulates surrounded by lush gardens, and rows of mahogany trees marked the area.

			“It’s after office hours.” Andreas puffed his cigarette. “Look, the answer is no. I know you’re a good card player, a shark, really. But you’re just bad with money. I can’t be sure you’re not going to bet your poker winnings on boxing, cockfighting, or football afterwards and lose it all. Just remember that one night that put you in this financial predicament.”

			“Look, I know you ride to the temple with me because you want me to help you write fake donation receipts to avoid paying income taxes,” said Manu. “I want my payment for that in cash, and I’ll buy in at Aces with that.”

			“No,” Andreas sternly replied. “Your payment will go toward the debt you owe me.”

			The two rode past the Lavo Ladies’ Library Association, the only English-language library in town, where Manu’s ex-wife, Leila, served on the board. He remembered vividly the small and intimate wedding ceremony held at the library’s garden under a royal poinciana tree. It felt like a lifetime ago for Manu that he had served in the navy, married a promising lawyer who would later become the first female member of parliament, walked his Cavalier King Charles spaniel puppy along the Legation Road, and had a daughter…

			The two took another turn and arrived at Manu’s temple near Chinatown. Manu climbed the temple’s wall, snuck into his small wooden stilt parsonage, and changed into his monk robe. Andreas followed into the room, where there was nothing but a mattress, some documents pertaining to the temple’s administration scattered on the floor, a liquor bottle filled with cigarette butts, and a massive two-handed parashu axe leaning against the wall.

			“I have an idea,” said Andreas. “Why don’t you sell me your axe and I’ll give you cash for the buy-in tonight?”

			Manu froze. He silently stood up from a pile of papers and grabbed the axe with both hands, wondering at the beauty of the curved blade, the sharp spear on the axe’s eye, the hammer on the axe’s butt, the long steel shaft, and the faded Sanskrit engravings. Manu had won this axe from a heads-up poker match with Godfrey, the owner of Aces, who had told him that this was the axe of Parashurama, the sixth avatar of Vishnu and the priestly warrior with the mission of rooting out the royal Kshatriya caste from the face of the earth. Manu loved the story of Parashurama, even though the legend said the avatar had once tried to annihilate his family. Sometimes, Manu even fancied that he was like Parashurama because the avatar was the Brahmin priestly caste and Manu was a monk. This is the last and the only precious thing left that is mine, Manu thought. This axe is an integral part of my identity…

			“It’s a final offer. Take it or leave it, eh? I’m doing you a favor here,” said Andreas while he put out a cigarette in a liquor bottle.
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			The airship christened Aces cut through the night sky above the Gulf of Lavo like a floating palace. Manu was lost in his own thoughts, looking out into a panoramic view of the starlit sky and a crescent-shaped waning moon. “Your turn, sir,” a Gurkha dealer in a dark green military uniform notified him. Manu looked into his hole cards, which consisted of a three of hearts and a nine of spades. He sat in the first position to play before the flop, which was a disadvantage. With bad cards and a bad position, Manu folded.

			Even though he was a regular, he still marveled at the opulence of the airship: the high ceiling adorned with a mural depicting the Battle of Hydaspes between Alexander the Great and Porus the Indian king; crystal chandeliers that hung from the ceiling, casting a warm and inviting glow over the gambling hall; the soft piano solo played by a Gurkha in the background, its melody intertwining with the muted hum of the airship’s engines; the delicate haze of cigar smoke that lingered in the air.

			Eight players sat at the table. Keyvan Qomi, Manu’s target for the night and his ex-wife’s younger brother, sat immediately on his left. He was a brash young man in his twenties with neatly combed hair, wearing a tailored suit and polished shoes. His self-satisfied smirk and cocky swagger indicated that he had never had to work for anything in his life, for his Buddhist Persian Qomi family was the second-most wealthy and influential family in Lavo. They had been the power behind the throne even before Manu’s Sudarshana-Chakra family had founded the current dynasty. But that would not save Keyvan tonight.

			Next to Keyvan was Major General Phraya Suntorn Songkram, commander of the 1st Division of the Army. With his round, plumlike physique, he looked more like a government clerk than a seasoned military officer. He was a surprising and welcoming addition of a fish to the table. Andreas had probably invited him under the pretext of socialization after a long day organizing the city’s defense.

			Left of Suntorn Songkram was Sir Godfrey Boleyn, a British archaeologist and the owner of this airship who everyone knew was a secret agent of some sort. Godfrey was a tall and lean man with a sharp, angular face. His piercing blue eyes always seemed calculating. His neatly trimmed silver hair and beard gave him an air of refinement. His deliberate posture and movement exuded control and power.

			On the left of Godfrey were three regulars of this poker game whom Manu usually avoided getting entangled with. The leftmost was Oliver Fitzgerald, a young diplomat from the British Legation with a polished manner and a well-tailored suit who was playing a bit tight. Next was Henry Whitmore, a seasoned teak trader from the Borneo Company Limited with sunbaked skin, a bushy mustache, and a physique built from years of hard work in the colonies. He wore a practical linen shirt, played a loose-aggressive style of poker, and knew what he was doing. The rightmost of the three was Viggo Sørensen, a gray-haired and bearded Danish man in his fifties from the East Asiatic Company. He was Andreas’s business partner and had excellent acumen but was the least experienced player among the three regulars. Still, Manu did not underestimate him, for he generally played tightly.

			Left of the three regulars was an empty seat. Next to the empty seat was Andreas, who sat immediately to Manu’s right.

			“So, Godfrey, what have you been up to in India lately, eh?” Andreas asked as he folded his hand.

			“I have been conducting an excavation at a site near Kurukshetra,” Godfrey replied while he folded his hand and let Suntorn Songkram win the pot. “There is a compelling reason to believe that I may unearth the legendary Brahmashira Astra there. According to the myth, this sacred arrow has the power to ignite the heavens with a vast sphere of flame. The earth shall fissure, rivers shall run dry, and an entire city will be reduced to ashes. Nothing shall grow in its place, not even a single blade of grass, for one hundred and fifty-five trillion years.” Godfrey puffed his cigar.

			The room fell into awkward silence until a middle-aged Chinese man interrupted and rubbed Manu’s shoulder. “Hey, Manu,” the man said in a raspy and soft-spoken voice. Manu looked up and saw the Big Brother of the Triad, a man with a shaved head and Manchu queue wearing dapper Western clothing. “I heard you gave my Third Brother some tough love this morning,” the Big Brother continued.

			“I didn’t see you boarding the airship,” said Manu.

			

			“I was just walking around in awe of this magnificent vessel,” the Big Brother replied while glancing at Godfrey, who nodded back. “Best of luck, my prince.” He waved at Manu as he gracefully slid into the empty chair. A Gurkha waiter put down a massive stack of chips in front of him. The Big Brother threw some chips into the pot to post blinds, a way for him to enter the next hand in the middle of the round.

			Keyvan was the first to act before the flop in that hand. He called. Amateur, Manu thought. Only a fish does this, trying to play every hand without regard to the starting hand’s strength and position. Suntorn Songkram called. Just like Keyvan, this newbie just wants to play. If someone behind them has some decent hands, they will immediately raise to isolate themselves against these fish.

			Suddenly, Godfrey raised. When it’s Godfrey who does it, then it’s different. He doesn’t want to make money from these fish. He’s the owner and makes money from the rakes. He just wants us to pay extra to enter the pot to hunt these fish.

			Oliver and Henry called. Viggo folded. The Big Brother called. The ever-tight Andreas folded. Manu looked into his hole cards. They were the two and the four of spades. Too many people here know of my financial situation. They know that this is my last stand. They think I’ll play very tight and bully me with their bluffs because I have no margin for error. I must dispel that notion now, or I’ll be in trouble for the rest of the night, he thought.

			

			Manu reraised. Keyvan hesitated and called. Suntorn Songkram folded. Godfrey folded. Oliver and Henry folded. Great! A heads-up against Keyvan, Manu thought. Wait… The Big Brother called without a thought. Fuck… Manu exclaimed inside his head. The Big Brother is on me tonight. He’s going to ruin my game and try to make my life miserable without caring for his own money. This is going to be a long night…

			When the dealer opened the flop, Manu looked at the reactions of the other players before looking at his cards. Keyvan was displeased, and the Big Brother looked disengaged. Manu looked at the flop—the ace of hearts, the ace of diamonds, and the queen of clubs. He knew the two hadn’t hit the flop, so he bet. Keyvan hesitated and raised him. The Big Brother folded.

			Manu knew he was behind and maybe he should not invest more in this pot, but in his gut, he knew that the time to go all in was now. Keyvan won’t call with an underpair on the second hand of the night… not before he becomes furiously tilted, he thought.

			“All in,” said Manu as he pushed his stacks of chips forward.

			The airship went silent. The piano stopped. Keyvan palmed his face and sweated. Manu tried to keep calm, but his heart pounded and pounded like it wanted to dance outside his body. If Keyvan called, then it would be the end for him. He would be broke… again… after selling the last of his possessions to Andreas.

			

			“F… folded,” said Keyvan as he opened a pair of nines in his hand. The dealer pushed the pot of fifty pounds to Manu, who flushed with ecstasy and relief. He opened the four-deuce in his hands to show his bluff.

			Andreas glanced at Manu disapprovingly.

			“Fuck!” Keyvan exclaimed and slammed the table. Now I can go back to playing tight, Manu thought. His strategy was to bluff when people thought he was playing tightly and to play real hands when people thought he was playing loosely.

			A few hours passed by without Manu seeing much action at the poker table. During this time, Keyvan lost his entire stack to Andreas and went full tilt. “Fuck!” He slammed the table again and signaled the staff for another full buy-in. His face was reddened with rage against the goddess of fortune. With Keyvan’s composure all gone, the hunt was on.
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			After around six or seven hours into the session, the hand of the night came by easily enough for Manu. Just calling preflop with a pair of nines and hitting a set against Keyvan’s pair of queens, Manu trapped Keyvan and won his entire stack of a hundred and fifty pounds.

			With more than five hundred pounds in front of him, Manu was the second biggest winner at that point, behind only Suntorn Songkram, who was still under the curse of beginner’s luck. He always had big hands, and his straight or flush draws always hit. The Big Brother had now lost so much money to Suntorn Songkram that he became quiet. His plan to ruin Manu’s night was utterly foiled.

			The goddess of luck is cruel, Manu thought. On the first night, she makes it so easy. She hooks new prey into the game. And when the balance of math and the universe comes back to even out the scale against the beginner’s luck, it will come back with a vengeance.

			As a new hand started, Manu glanced around the table. Keyvan was tense like a powder keg, ready to explode. He’s prepared to go all in on this hand. Maybe he has aces or kings, Manu thought while looking at his hole cards. It was a pair of tens.

			“All in,” Keyvan said in a shaky voice that could not contain his excitement. He pushed a stack of a hundred pounds forward. Everyone before Manu folded.

			Manu knew he was behind and should not play, but he felt bad for his former brother-in-law. I’m up by a lot, he thought. Losing a hundred pounds won’t hurt. I want to keep Keyvan happy and in the game in the long run. Let’s be a good sport and give him a chance to come back. 

			He threw a chip into the pot to call the all-in. “Let’s gamble,” he said while opening his pair of tens.

			“Yes!” Keyvan burst out and smashed open his pocket kings on the table. “Take that!” He smirked. In this situation, Keyvan had an eighty percent chance of doubling up his stacks.

			The flop came: the ace of spades, the king of spades, and the nine of diamonds. Keyvan now had a ninety-five percent chance of winning.

			The turn came: the two of spades. Keyvan now had an eighty-two percent chance of winning.

			The river, the last card, was the five of spades. The final spade connected with the ten of spades in Manu’s hand and gave him a backdoor flush.

			Oh shit… As the dealer swept all of Keyvan’s chips to the front of him again, Manu tried to remain as silent as possible and display guilt. His genuinely nice gesture had turned out vicious in the most hurtful way possible.

			Keyvan sank into his chair, collapsing into himself.

			“That was really… really bad luck, bud…” Andreas said, but before he could finish his sentence, Keyvan erupted from his chair, throwing his entire body on Manu and knocking the plush mahogany chair to the ground.

			Manu’s head was hammered on the wooden floor. His consciousness twirled. Keyvan screamed, “I’ll fucking kill you, cheater! I’ll fucking kill you!” He squeezed Manu’s neck like a lemon.

			Suddenly, the weight of the young man was lifted off Manu. Andreas was locking Keyvan from behind. “Be cool, buddy. Be cool. We’re playing a gentleman’s game here,” said Andreas.

			

			Restrained in Andreas’s arms, Keyvan spat and spoke his mind. “I’ve always hated you, Manu, you smug piece of shit. It’s all because of you that my niece died. Let’s settle this tonight once and for all. I challenge you to a duel, Manu! I challenge you to a duel!”

			“Look, I won’t fight you, brother,” said Manu, spitting blood. “You’re not like your sister. You can’t fence for shit.”

			The Big Brother stepped up. “If Master Keyvan here needs a champion, then my sword is yours,” he said as he unsheathed his jian sword.

			All eyes now looked to Godfrey to adjudicate. “I propose we raise the stakes and place all your stacks behind this duel,” said Godfrey. “A contest to first blood… double or nothing. However, the decision lies with Manu, should he choose to accept this challenge.” A Gurkha waiter came in with a fencing saber and threw it at Manu.

			All the eager eyes were now on the delinquent prince. Only Andreas shook his head in disapproval, signaling Manu not to take this deal.

			I’ve never seen or heard about Big Brother’s fighting skills before. It’s tough to assess the risk. I know I’m not a chump. I practiced with Leila, who’s a champion… Oh, this is a tough decision… should I forgo this chance to double up my winnings? Manu asked himself. He was stunned for a second and replied, “This is bullshit. I’m here to play poker. Let’s play poker.” He threw the saber back to the waiter and sat right back at the table.

			

			“Coward,” said the Big Brother as he sat back into his chair.

			“You’re a fucking slimy little coward,” said Keyvan.

			“Come, Master Keyvan, and join me for a brief respite… a cigar break, if you will,” said Godfrey as he rubbed the young man’s shoulder. “Take your mind off the game for a time. It is exceedingly difficult to perform at one’s best after suffering such a dreadful bad beat.” The two walked out of the hall to the balcony.

			Godfrey, you’re coddling your moneymaking machine a little too much, Manu thought.

			Another hand was dealt. Manu opened his hole cards. They were aces.

			Suntorn Songkram raised all in preflop. Everyone else folded. Manu called. The major general then opened his ace-king. Their stacks covered one another. The winner of this hand would win twelve hundred pounds. The loser would lose everything he had worked for that night. All the luck, all the skills, the sweat, blood, and tears would be rendered to zero.

			With aces versus ace-king, Manu had a ninety-three percent chance to win.

			The flop came ace, king, and two rainbows. Manu now had a ninety-nine point nine percent chance to win.

			Yes! Manu thought. Every single moment in my gambling life, every bit of bad luck, every night that I grind ten to twelve hours at the poker table, every hand out of more than a hundred thousand hands I’ve played, has led me to this moment. This is my moment in the sun… tomorrow, I’ll settle all my debts, get my parashu axe back, and walk the street as a wealthy man…

			A king hit on the turn. Manu’s chance of winning decreased by a bit to ninety-eight percent, but the odds were still overwhelmingly in his favor.

			Suntorn Songkram’s face turned pale. He was shocked at the first unfortunate circumstance that occurred to him. There was only one card in the deck that could save him now.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			King of hearts! Manu erupted from a wooden floor, snapping himself out of a horrid dream. Tendrils of a nightmare still hung heavily around him. That hand… Manu thought. There was only one card that could save Suntorn Songkram, the king of hearts, and it hit. In an alternate universe, with all the same choices I made, I’d be a rich man… Now, I have nothing…

			As his senses slowly sharpened, Manu realized he had been sleeping on the wooden floor of the Lavo Ladies’ Library Association. The musty smell of the library reminded him of the days when this library used to be his home.

			Manu heaved his fatigued frame up. His throbbing head pounded like a beating heart. Scattered memories from the night before came back to him. He remembered drinking rice wine at a late-night porridge stand in the port slum. The next thing he knew, he was here.

			Sitting on the floor, Manu leaned his head on a bookshelf and saw his ex-wife, Leila, seated at a desk nearby. She was engrossed in some official documents.

			

			“You were dropped here last night at three a.m. Jørgensen must have been almost as drunk as you were to think you still lived here,” said Leila with a voice that contained a mixture of concern and disdain.

			“Sorry to bother you,” said Manu. “I’ll be out soon.” He rubbed his eyes, trying to snap out of the hangover and flee the humiliation. For Manu, this might be the most embarrassing way to be present in a life he was no longer a part of.

			Leila looked just as Manu remembered. She had black-brown braided hair with curly bangs, brown eyes, and facial features that made it difficult to tell whether she was an East Asian or an Indo-European. She wore simple gray shirtwaists with a bow tie and a white skirt. Leila put down the documents, walked toward Manu, and handed him a newspaper.

			Lavo Post 

			13th July 1893 / Waning Moon, 15th night, 8th month, Year of the Snake, 1255 Lesser Era

			ARUN TO RETURN VICTORIOUS

			KRUNG LAVO – Crown Prince Arun to return to the capital today after a glorious victory in the Franco-Lavo war. The king’s government to organize a triumph in his honor.

			

			It has been four months since that night in the airship… Manu thought.

			“Are you going to be at the parade to support your brother?” Leila asked. “All the royal family, the cabinet, and the parliament will be at the ceremony to commemorate Arun’s victory.”

			“I’m not sure. I don’t think I’m invited,” said Manu. “But if Dre is there, I’ll go find him. I just realized I need his help with something.” He pushed himself up from the floor and dusted off his chang-kben.

			“It’s about money and gambling again, isn’t it?” Leila crossed her arms. “It’s weird, you know. If you’re so skilled at playing cards, why are you always broke? I’m sure it’s not too late to evaluate your life choices.”

			“Please, spare me your lecture. I’ve suffered enough,” said Manu while looking around to find his stuff before leaving, but he didn’t have any belongings.

			“Whatever,” said Leila, returning to her desk. She finished her coffee and put all her documents in a suitcase. Manu glanced at her and saw that the papers were her drafted speech about some parliamentary motions against Lavo’s internal colonization attempts against petty kingdoms in the north and northeast. “This library is open to the public, so you can stay around here as long as you want during the day.” Leila turned around to talk to him. “But for tonight, please sleep at your temple. If Jørgensen knocks on my door again, I won’t welcome you.”

			

			“Thank you,” said Manu, “I’m grateful for last night. It won’t happen again. I know how bad it looks for you as a politician. Having your fake monk ex-husband crash at your place… never again.”

			“Is that a threat?” Leila stood with her arms akimbo.

			“No. No!” Manu was shocked by how far his intention had been twisted inside his ex-wife’s mind.

			“Never mind, I’m late.” Leila quickly grabbed her suitcase and hurried out the door.

			Manu watched her a rickshaw taxi from the library’s window. He also wanted to get a rickshaw taxi to the Royal Avenue to see Arun, so he reached into his pouch. It was empty, just as expected. Manu thought about chasing after Leila’s rickshaw taxi and asking her to let him share a ride but quickly dropped the idea.

			If Arun could march from Mekong to the capital, then I could walk from the library to the Royal Avenue, he thought.
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			The Royal Avenue boasted a magnificent triumphal arch crafted from plaster in the likeness of two majestic war elephants. With heads held high and trunks raised up with pride, they supported an imposing mukuta crown that adorned the wide paved road. Each elephant was decorated with a regal red caparison, intricately embellished with gold embroidery. A howdah graced each of its backs, carrying an array of six pikes and glaives, complemented by a grand golden-tiered umbrella.

			The Royal Avenue gracefully led to the Royal Plaza, marked by a bronze standing statue of King Suryagupta, Manu’s father and a modernizing monarch who had played a prominent role in making Lavo a constitutional monarchy and establishing a parliament just as the Meiji emperor had done in Japan a few years prior. Behind the statue was a neoclassical throne hall that served as the House of Parliament.

			Manu waded through the crowd of tens of thousands gathered along both sides of the Royal Avenue, looking for his friend Andreas. The marine captain stood out from the crowd due to his peaked cap and blue frock coat. An Afghan pulwar, a curved saber, sat on his waist, a shotgun slung across his back, and he rode atop a black Australian Waler horse named Arjun.

			“Hey, man. What’s up?” Manu asked his friend, who was overseeing the security of the ceremony.

			“Hungover as hell.” Andreas lit a cigarette. “Don’t you have to be in there with your family?” He nodded at the grand throne hall, where the ceremony would take place.

			“Nah, I’m not invited.” Manu shrugged.

			“Not surprised.” Andreas puffed his smoke.

			“Dre, you know I’ve been on schedule with my debt repayment for the past four months, right?” Manu said, quickly getting into the matter at hand.

			

			“Yes. And no.” Andreas crossed his arms. “I know where this is going. As a friend, I don’t want you to hurt yourself anymore.”

			“What? You think I can’t beat Suntorn Songkram again?” Manu exclaimed. “If I got my ninety-nine point nine percent four months ago, we wouldn’t be talking about this. We’d be talking about how filthy rich I am right now.”

			Suddenly, Manu’s voice faded amidst a thunderous cheer. The rhythm of drums and the melodies of horns and conches heralded the arrival of the triumphant 11th Division of the army. Atop a pure white Marwari war horse named Devadatta, Crown Prince Arun Sudarshana-Chakra led the military procession. His shining white steel armor, engraved with the golden crest of Sudarshana Chakra, the discus of Vishnu, shimmered in the sun and momentarily blinded Manu.

			Upon blinking his eyes, he discerned his brother’s sharp facial features below the shining steel kettle helmet adorned with the engraving of a meditating Buddha. While Manu’s appearance echoed their Chinese heritage, Arun’s radiated their Indo-Persian lineage. As Arun rode past, Manu observed a khanda sword and a large throwing chakram discus inlaid with emeralds gracefully slung across his back.

			“Damn, with that white horse and that sword, he does look like the tenth avatar of Vishnu,” Andreas whispered to Manu over the roar of the crowd, having dismounted from his horse.

			Andreas knows the Hindu myth well, Manu thought. The white horse Devadatta and the khanda sword Ratna Maru belonged to Kalki, the tenth avatar of Vishnu. The discus’s name was Sudarshana Chakra, or the discus of Vishnu, which was also the symbol and the name of the royal family.

			“He is an avatar of Vishnu,” Manu replied. The kings of Lavo-Ayodhya throughout history had legitimized themselves with tales of either how they had once been ordinary people who had ascended to become Indra, the king of heaven, through meditation and merit-making, or how they were avatars of Vishnu. It was widely believed that Arun was an avatar of Vishnu not only in name but also in reality. Not only that, it was widely speculated that he was also a Bodhisattva, one of the reincarnations that would become a Buddha in a future life, or someone who could ascend to nirvana but delayed it until all souls in the universe could be shepherded out of the vicious cycle of suffering and rebirth.

			Behind Arun was a cavalry squadron carrying an array of jagged red triangular war flags embroidered with a golden kranok pattern and an image of Vishnu riding on Garuda into war. Some flags were the newly created national flag with a blue background and a silvery discus in the middle.

			

			After the cavalry, a troop of war elephants marched in formation. Each of these majestic beasts was stationed with a howdah, a large jingal matchlock musket, a gunman, and a mahout.

			“The elephants must have been trained to withstand loud noises, using a gun on an elephant like that,” Andreas said while dropping his cigarette on the ground and putting it out with his foot. “I thought these animals are easily frightened and can run amok into our own troops.”

			“I’m quite sure they’re trained to acclimatize to loud noises from drums and explosions,” said Manu. “But who knows, maybe if we do like the Romans did against Pyrrhus of Epirus, setting pigs on fire and letting them squeal in front of the elephants, these animals might run amok. I’m sure these lot aren’t trained for that.”

			“The pigs are highly intelligent. That’s the kind of animal cruelty that should be banned in the customs of war,” said Andreas, crossing his arms, subtly shivering at the thought of such abuse.

			Behind the elephants were the infantry of the 11th Division. The foot soldiers looked a far cry from the fighting force that had just brought the French empire to heel. They looked weak and pale from dysentery and could not even march in an orderly fashion. The lines were uneven. Gaps appeared everywhere, showing some exhausted marchers. Men staggered under the weight of their rifles.

			

			“Now I want to know how Arun won,” said Andreas as he lit another cigarette. “These soldiers look like just rabble with guns. I think I’ve done a substantially better job with my marines.”

			After the music and the cheering waned, Manu pivoted back to his priority. “You know that four months ago, there was a ninety-nine point nine percent chance that I would be filthy rich today, right?”

			“Look,” Andreas said, patting Manu’s back, “I can’t give you the money because the game is too big for you. I know you’re not a rookie, but if one all-in can make you lose everything, then the stakes are too high.”

			“Dre, I can make a real fortune from this, and you know it. Even if I fail, I can still repay you with my monkhood income. I just need a fucking chance, man. And you’re the only friend I have that understands me,” Manu pleaded.

			“Don’t make this painful, Manu. You’re like a brother to me, but I can’t help you. Period,” Andreas sternly replied as he puffed his cigarette.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Manu returned to his temple by dusk. He tried to sneak past the chapels, where funeral rites were taking place, into the residential zones, where small wooden stilt parsonages were clustered together. However, he was spotted by a group of monks hanging around the front lawn of one of the stilt houses. A dozen Western beer, wine, and liquor bottles repurposed for homemade liquor were scattered on the floor. The thick cigarette smoke repelled any mosquito that might have thought to harm the drinkers.

			“Yo, Manu,” Father Dum, a plump elderly monk, called out to him while grabbing a piece of grilled pork organ from a plate in the middle of a drinking circle. His face was jolly and reddened. “Heard you were back at your ex-wife’s last night, my boy,” he shouted, and other monks cheered.

			“Well, no. That’s a misunderstanding. Let me get back to my parsonage, and I will join you guys real quick,” said Manu. 

			Father Dum climbed down from the stilt house to greet him, the plump monk squeezing Manu’s abdominal muscles. “Maybe if I had muscles like yours, I might get some girls too.” The monk chuckled. His breath smelled like ripe sapodilla. “Oh, right. The abbot wants to see you.” Father Dum patted Manu’s back and got back to his drinking circle.

			Manu went back into his parsonage and changed into a monk robe before he entered the abbot’s parsonage. A scent of tobacco mixed with opium greeted him. The abbot was a thin and frail man in his seventies. He sat on a Chinese rosewood opium bed inlaid with mother-of-pearl, complete with a whole set of accessories for opium smokers, including a porcelain pillow and a pipe carved from ivory. Standing behind the opium bed was a rosewood display cabinet inlaid with mother-of-pearl and filled with his luxurious belongings.

			“Ahh, look at the time, Manu.” The abbot spoke in a raspy voice while looking at the golden Lecoultre & Cie pocket watch in his hand. His teeth were blackened from the use of betel nuts. “You have just lost an entire working day for the temple. Manu, do you know why your overt public misconduct is constantly tolerated?”

			The abbot put the clock down on his bed, rolled his own cigarette, mixing opium and tobacco, and answered the question himself before Manu could respond. “Two reasons. First, nobody wants the royal family to suffer the indignity of having a prince recognized as such a delinquent monk. The second reason is that you’re our top-performing monk, bringing in more revenue to the temple than our second- and third-best performers combined.”

			Manu sat on the ground with his legs crossed. “So, what seems to be the problem, master?” he asked politely.

			“Our donation income is down from last year, Manu.” The abbot exhaled his cigarette smoke. The air in the parsonage was filled with the aroma of opium and tobacco. “I’ve paid so much to get this position. I can’t tolerate having this temple generate a measly amount of income. If you cannot reach the target from last year and continue to grow further, you’ll have much less leverage to get us to turn a blind eye to your violation of the precepts.”

			“Master, I’ll work harder, sell more amulets, take the chanting jobs outside more, do more funeral chanting,” Manu pleaded. “How about we arrange a temple boundary stone event next month? That’s a moneymaker. I’ll help you organize the event!”

			“I’ll have to make sure that you follow through on your promise,” said the abbot. “The temple will increase the lease rate for your parsonage from now on. Otherwise, you’ll be too busy doing your side jobs while leeching on the temple’s time.”

			“What? I mean… what side jobs?” Manu inquired.

			“You don’t have to play the fool with me,” said the abbot. “We all know you were engaged in a moneymaking scheme at the gambling house of Godfrey Boleyn. Your gambling has significantly impacted your time working for the temple. So, I want in on whatever you’re making.”

			“If you want in, Godfrey will come back from India tomorrow night,” Manu responded. “You can give me a hundred pounds for the buy-in. It will be fifty-fifty shared between us. I’ll give my winnings to you afterwards.”

			“No. You give me five hundred pounds upfront, now,” said the abbot firmly, “or your misconduct will be reported to the Order of Sangha.”

			

			“Look, Master, I’m utterly broke
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