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Ride, boldly ride,

The shade replied—

If you seek for Eldorado.
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Prologue



The highway to Singapore City was blasted with bomb-craters, and was choked with vehicles and a shambling mass of refugees. Civilians and soldiers alike, some collapsed by the roadside, all of them exhausted, fearful and defeated — all heading to the docks, also bomb-shattered and choked with sunk or burning ships. But there were still trawlers and ferries, even launches for those desperate enough, including officers and red-tabbed generals. Gunfire came from the racecourse where resistance spluttered on, and smoke from the burning refinery hung like dark storm-clouds. Through them swooped the broad-winged Japanese aircraft, spitting lines of yellow tracer.

Making his way through them in his little government Austin, supply officer Phillip Hayes honked his horn vainly at the people blocking his progress. He had to report to Government House about the state of MacRitchie Reservoir. All over Singapore the water pipes were close to the surface, and now most were broken. A new reservoir had been dug in the grounds of Government House, but it had been mistaken for a mass grave and bodies had been dumped into it.

Phillip did not believe the rumours of imminent surrender, and so was not panicking. As a civilian engineer, the Japanese would have no interest in him. In fact, after delivering his report he intended to get on a ship because his ‘well-paid and responsible’ position was over. On 5 December he had written for his wife and son to join him from New Zealand, but before the letter had reached them Pearl Harbor was in flames and a Japanese invasion force was landing on the north Malay beaches. So, instead, he would join them in New Zealand. Now a stumbling mass of turbaned Indian infantry was blocking the way. He honked again, stopped the car, and opened the door.

‘Hey, you fellows’ — what were they? Dats? Punjabis? — ‘get to one side, please.’

Subedar Mohammed Tan turned. The puttees of one leg were soaked with blood from a shell-fragment wound. Only months before, he had landed with his new division — beardless boys who still trained with wooden rifles. Now, too many were dead; and, with them, his own nephew. Bitter with grief and hate, he scowled at the young, pink-cheeked European in white shirt and shorts — not even in uniform.

‘Move, you lazy beggars!’ shouted Phillip angrily. Sometimes a raised voice was all these blasted fellows understood.

Am I to be shouted at like a dog? wondered the subedar. There were three bullets left in his revolver. He fired them all, watching without pity as the man collapsed by his car, his shirt stained red.

The Punjabis did not take the car. They plodded wearily on, and soon the car passed them, packed with Australian troops, one hanging onto each open door. Subedar Tan and his men did not care, because soon they would lay down their arms: the day of the white man in Asia was plainly over. The Japanese had promised Co-Prosperity. It was the subedar’s opinion — and one shared by many others — that they had fought too long for the wrong masters.

Phillip Hayes lay on his side, his cheek pressed into the damp soil. His body felt as though hot soup had been poured over it, his own blood warm and salty-tasting in his mouth. He was back on his home street with his house in sight … Strangely, somehow walking, floating towards it, and he could see his son, Peter.

Lots I should have told you, son.

Now came a red haze; the pain a gentle, enveloping darkness. Phillip Hayes gave up trying to say the things he should have told his son, and shut his eyes.
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Peter Hayes could see the Japanese coming now, so he lay flat in the grass. They were straggling, some eating and even shouting out to one other; all of them quite unaware of the carefully sited ambush. Most had caps on, but the one who was leading wore a tan sun-helmet. Barry, alongside Peter, grinned. He was a natural leader, and Peter wanted Barry’s respect. They were on top of a slight rise, with the enemy below on the path. He was ready for action, and he tensed as Barry raised his right hand. That was the signal!

Up flashed Barry’s hand — and down. Peter jumped up with the others and chucked the ball of moist, wet clay in his hand. The scattered volley flew among the black-clad ‘Japanese’, who scattered, yelling with surprise and anger. Peter chucked another, then another, and a fourth — that was all he had made from the creek-bed, but it was enough. The Marist boys were over their surprise by now and reacting fast, so Barry shouted his next order: ‘Run!’

There were eight of them in the ambush party, and, outnumbered two to one, they ran for it. The Marist boys might have been to choir practice, but Peter knew they were no choir-boys when it came to getting even.

But Barry had planned for that, too. Across the creek was the constable’s house, so they headed in that direction, slowing down and even sauntering. The constable’s black bike, leaning against his white picket fence, was a symbol of authority that nobody dared challenge. Barry had put it a slightly different way at his briefing: ‘They won’t dare try and bash us if there’s a cop around.’ Adding, just to show how well he’d planned, ‘I checked, and he’s not a Mickey Doolan.’

So they lingered at the fence, grinning. The Marist boys glowered as black as their clay-stained uniforms, threatening vengeance. But it was only words, because Constable Johansen came out in shirt-sleeves and braces, a mug of tea in one hand and a half-eaten sandwich in the other. Constable Johansen thought every boy was better off for a good clip around the ear, so the two groups moved off, Marist still vowing reprisal.

 

At the corner store Barry’s gang pooled their pennies for a large bag of humbugs, and behind the Presbyterian church — another safe refuge from Catholics — they crunched happily on their sweets. Barry did all the talking — and all the boasting. He’s a good talker alright, thought Peter, because, even though Marist kids had long memories, Barry had convinced them that it was practically their wartime duty to ambush the Marists.

After all (he said) it was a known fact that Catholics obeyed the Pope — who was Italian. That Italy, Germany, and Japan were the enemy was a known fact, too (Barry said). And Barry’s family had been bombed out when the Germans had flattened Belfast; his granny and sister dead in the ruins of Cromwell Road. And (he said) the Irish Catholics had made that happen because they took their orders from the Pope and Hitler — and weren’t the IRA blowing up public lavatories in London? So it was alright to pretend that Catholics were Japanese, so they would be ready if the invasion came.

Peter thought there were flaws in Barry’s argument, but did not point this out. Barry could use his fists: he even looked tough, with his short ginger hair and his lower lip stuck out. When Barry had been bombed out, he was shipped here, which gave him a special status. He even had the nose-cap of an AA shell. Now he nudged Peter.

‘You did pretty good, Pete.’

Peter grinned. They shared out the rest of the humbugs, and — still wary for lurking Marist boys — the other boys slipped home. Peter made his humbug last as long as possible, though, because he enjoyed being one of the gang. Then Barry stood up, so he did, too. Barry stuck his hands in his pockets, so Peter did, too — even though Mum said doing that made them go baggy.

His and Barry’s homes were in the same direction, so they began walking, stopping as the same thought occurred to them both. The shortest route was past the Catholic church, but then came the house where the Dempsey family lived, then the O’Gradys … And there had been both O’Grady and Dempsey boys among the group they had just clay-bombed. Barry declared that no Mickey Doolan could scare him, but he didn’t like walking past their church anyway.

They decided to go the long way.
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Ng was near the forest cover now, and stinging clouds of little black flies buzzed around him. He was splashed with muck from that last paddy-field, but better that than being seen by the Japanese patrol. Ng tensed, then ran, ducking from yellow sunlight into black shadow, where he stopped to think. He knew there were groups of Chinese resistance fighters in the jungle, but how could he contact them? It was unlikely that another patrol would be along for some time, and—

The rifle-butt slammed into his back, flinging Ng forward into the baking open heat. A boot kicked him hard, and he looked up into the face of a scowling Japanese soldier. Others were coming out of the jungle.

How could I be so stupid? Ng thought. The patrol had been in two sections.

The soldier’s rifle ended in a long bayonet, the soldier’s high-cheekboned face expressionless under the forage cap as he pricked the bayonet point against Ng’s throat. Another pair of boots and neatly putteed ankles came into view, and Ng looked up into another unmoving face. From the long sword at his side, this man was an officer. Beside him was a tubby Eurasian in a crumpled white suit and a sun-helmet. He had little round spectacles, and he dabbed his plump, sweaty cheeks with a soiled linen handkerchief as the officer rapped out a question.

‘Speak English, boy?’ the Eurasian translated.

Ng nodded. He spoke good English, because his father had insisted he learn the tongue of the colonials in Malaya. The officer rapped out another sharp question.

‘What do here, boy?’ asked the Eurasian. ‘Answer quick or big trouble.’

Think quickly. Ng replied that he was homeless and looking for relatives around here. For good measure, he added that he was hungry, and asked whether they had any food. A terse order, and the soldier standing over Ng slapped Ng’s pockets and upended his little bag. Out tinkled the two rounds of ammunition that Ng had found down the track by a burnt-out truck. The officer hissed like a snake.

‘Bad things for you to have, boy,’ translated the Eurasian. ‘You take these to bandits? Answer good or be dead.’

They had killed his father with a big sword like that, and his mother and two sisters. Now he would be next. With desperate courage, Ng resolved to say nothing. Suddenly the bayonet flashed, ripping his ear and splashing warm blood down his cheek.


‘You speak, boy,’ said the Eurasian, still dabbing his face. ‘Or die.’

Ng didn’t reply; family honour demanded silence. After a pause came a curt order, and Ng squeezed his eyes shut as the bayonet flashed towards him—

Pop, pop!

Now the Japanese soldier standing over him had expression on his face: open-mouthed bewilderment as he sank to his knees, then forward.

Pop, pop!

The officer jerked, and fell. More loud popping, and the other three soldiers were sinking like puppets with their strings cut. With a squeal of terror, the tubby Eurasian flung himself to the ground.

Silence, then dark figures advancing warily out of the black afternoon shadows; men and women, Malay, Chinese, and Tamil, dressed in an assortment of tattered clothing. As they picked up the rifles and ammunition pouches from the crumpled bodies, one man walked up to Ng. He was Chinese, short and thickset, with heavy, strong features, and he wore a ragged army shirt and patched baggy shorts. He had a British Army belt and revolver, a sandal on one foot and a two-toed Japanese boot on the other.

He looked down at the quivering Eurasian, then gestured to Ng to get up. ‘Why did the patrol stop you?’

Northern Malay-Chinese, Hakka perhaps, thought Ng. There was a dull splashing sound behind them as the bodies were thrown into the paddy. The man, obviously their leader, looked at Ng intently, and a woman, just as strong-featured, joined him. ‘Answer, boy,’ she said sharply.

‘They found me with these,’ replied Ng, pointing to the rifle bullets on the ground. ‘I am looking for the Chinese who fight in the jungle.’

The man received this information, unblinking. ‘Or you are a spy.’

‘The Japanese are clever — perhaps cutting you to make it look good,’ said the woman, in the same thick Hakka dialect. She jabbed her foot into the Eurasian’s ribs, and he whimpered but did not move.

‘I am not a spy,’ said Ng.

‘We will see,’ returned the man, then raised his voice to speak to the others. ‘The other patrol will have heard those shots. Let’s move. Ahmed, bring that.’ Pointing at the huddled Eurasian.

A young man about Ng’s age jerked the Eurasian, blubbering, to his feet. A careless foot shattered his spectacles, and he blinked short-sightedly as two men pulled him away. Ahmed beckoned Ng. ‘Come on. Stay alive by moving fast.’

Ng followed them into the forest. Some ten men and women were in the group, most armed with pistols or rifles, one staggering under the weight of a Vickers machine-gun. Ahmed prodded Ng sharply, to move more quickly down the faint trail between the thick-trunked mahogany trees, whose broad glossy leaves patterned flickering sunlight in the dark, warm shadows. The jungle smelt of rotting vegetation, but Ng breathed it in as a fragrant deliverance.

Some miles in, they stopped by the reed-clumped banks of a broad, shallow river. A black-and-white heron perched on an overhanging branch, eyeing a half-submerged log below. The ‘log’ moved and slipped beneath the surface as the band lined the bank and knelt to drink. None of them was sucking up water with their mouths, Ng noticed; instead, they were drinking slowly from cupped hands in a disciplined way.

Ng’s ear was throbbing badly, and two unsmiling young women dabbed at the torn lobe. It was hanging by a thread, and Ng tried not to wince as one took out her knife and slashed it off. She tied on a rough bandage. ‘You may live,’ said the first, called Lee. ‘How old are you?’ She snorted when Ng told her. ‘Fourteen? So skinny and small, you look about ten.’

‘My father had already arranged my marriage,’ said Ng, annoyed. That would tell them that he came from a good family.

The second young woman, called Gum, just frowned. ‘You had better forget bourgeois ways among us, boy.’ They stood as the leader approached. ‘He is alright to walk, Comrade Leader.’

‘Comrade Leader’ — almost certainly they were communists, then. Ng’s father had railed about ‘red bandits’, but these ‘red bandits’ had left dead Japanese behind them, so they were also fighters.

The leader nodded and growled out orders, and they set off again.


 

After another hour, they stopped once again. The tubby Eurasian collapsed, at the end of his strength. The leader scowled. Ng would soon realize that this was his habitual expression. ‘I am called Chengsai,’ he said, pausing to see if the name had any effect on Ng. ‘Who are you?’

Ng knew that it would be a mistake to lie, so he told Chengsai his name. He added that his parents were dead, and that his brothers were in the Straits Rifles at Singapore.

‘Singapore has fallen,’ said Chengsai, bleakly. ‘Why are you here, Ng?’

‘I was looking for people who kill Japanese soldiers.’

The thickset woman was scowling at him, too. ‘You want to kill them just because of your family? That is not a good enough reason for us.’

‘Then let me stay and find a better one.’

They surveyed him for a moment, then Chengsai strode over to where the Eurasian lay huddled in the clearing, his white suit patched with sweat. He flinched as Chengsai stood over him.

‘Name!’ he barked.

The Eurasian gulped. ‘I am Tommy Kun, honoured sir.’

‘Don’t use Imperialist labels,’ barked the man again. ‘I am Chengsai.’

Ng watched as Tommy Kun quaked with terror. A hard kick came from the two-toed Japanese boot. ‘Which Japanese camp are you from? How many troops? Guns? Talk quickly, dog!’


Tommy Kun babbled his answers. He had been forced to help the Japanese or they would have killed his family. They had told him nothing and threatened to shoot him. He only wished he knew more—

Chengsai interrupted, speaking as though spitting a bitter taste from his mouth. ‘More lies than a dog has fleas! You are Charles Soo — and you offered to work for the Japanese so you would get a rubber plantation after the war. You learnt their language working for an importer before the war — that was a bad-luck day for you.’

Small jungle sounds were a background to Soo’s gulping sobs. Chengsai beckoned to Ng, and Ahmed prodded him forward. Chengsai pulled a Japanese pistol from his belt and pressed it into Ng’s hands, working one finger around the trigger.

‘You want to join us? Kill him.’

The gun was heavy, solid and long-barrelled, not like the big black revolver Mr Lucas had. It weighed down his small hands, and silence fell around him. Soo looked up, his dark eyes wide with terror, spitting dirt from his lips and holding up pink-palmed hands.

The pain stung in Ng’s ear. The image of his father, his mother and his sisters came vividly to mind. The gun was shaking. He knew that this was a test and that he had only moments to pass it. He pulled the trigger, but it did not move. He pulled again, pressing hard, then frantically. Bitter defeat rose in his throat as Chengsai’s strong hands took the gun from him. He had failed.


‘You must learn about guns,’ said Chengsai. ‘Such as taking off the safety-catch before pulling the trigger. Anyway that traitorous lackey is not worth a bullet.’

He stuck the pistol back in his belt and nodded.

A Malay sliced down hard with his parang, cutting Soo’s last wail short. Chengsai called another order, and his band made ready to go. He turned back to Ng. ‘If you fall behind, we leave you.’

The men and women were already swinging into line, so Ng tore his glance away from the Eurasian’s huddled body. Ahmed nudged Ng with a grim little smile. ‘Come on, you’ll see worse than that.’

Chengsai, the ironwood tree, hard enough to defy even the voracious white ants: a good nickname for a tough leader. Chengsai might be a Communist, but Ng had already decided what to do, even though father would not have approved. So he followed Ahmed into the dark, humid forest.
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The boys who made the unprovoked assault on the Marist Brothers Junior Choir Assembly will step forward.’

Mr Frank Armitage, head teacher of the Third Form, looked as severe as his words. His black hair was parted neatly in the middle, and his double-breasted grey pinstripe suit emphasized his authority. So did the long leather strap dangling from one hand. He surveyed the boys, waiting for an answer.

Peter stood as still as the others, knowing that Mr Armitage intended to inflict what he fondly termed ‘corporal punishment’. Then Barry stepped out, of course, being afraid of nothing. Some of the other boys shifted slightly, but Mr Armitage’s fearsome ability to wield the strap held them back. ‘I hope you display more courage fighting for your country than owning up to your actions,’ he said, his sarcasm nearly as feared as his strap. ‘Maharg, name your associates.’

Barry said nothing — Peter could tell he was scared — but stood unmoving, arms to sides, hands digging into his flannel shorts. The strap swung in Mr Armitage’s hand; time was running out. Without knowing why, Peter’s legs moved and he stepped forward.

‘Hayes?’ Mr Armitage raised his eyebrows and the leather strap twitched as though hungry for an open hand. ‘Name the others and I will be lenient.’

Peter did a rapid mental calculation. ‘Lenient’ meant four whacks instead of six, but Barry had not spoken, so he could not. Mr Armitage was unmoved by Barry’s story of the Pope, Hitler, Belfast, and Cromwell Road. He merely commented that such misguided patriotism was in drastic need of correction, and motioned with his strap.

Barry raised one hand, palm outstretched. Mr Armitage swung the strap down with a full evident force: one, two, three. Then Barry’s other hand and three more strokes, delivered with the same skilled force. Some teachers varied this: two on one hand, two on the other, then one on each. It was considered more merciful, but Mr Armitage was not a merciful man. Then Barry was motioned back, lips pressed and cheeks white, and it was Peter’s turn.

All the boys watched with morbid attention as he held out one hand. Mr Armitage’s face set in concentration as he swung the strap down hard. The first contact left a stinging welt; a second and a third. Then the other hand, but, although it bit with the same fire, Peter realized he was more afraid of crying than of pain. So he fought the tears and his hands burned as Mr Armitage dismissed them to class. The other boys watched to see if he cried, but he did not.

It had taken more willpower to choke back the tears than to step forward and take his punishment. It was worth it, though. Before the war, his father’s work had taken the family from Britain to Kenya, then to New Zealand. As a consequence, Peter was a year older than most of his class, and still felt a loner. Now he had a friend, and, not just that, one of the ‘tough guys’ whom everyone respected.

At lunch, he and Barry sat together with their sandwiches. Barry said Peter could have a piece of shrapnel from his collection and even borrow the AA nose-cone. Barry said Peter would have ‘gone alright’ at his school in Belfast. This was high praise, and both ignored the other boys who hovered shamefaced nearby.

‘Old Armitage can write to my mum if he likes,’ grinned Barry. ‘She’ll probably give me a piece of cake.’

Peter stuffed a fish-paste sandwich into his mouth to hide his dismay. He had forgotten that Mr Armitage wrote to the parents after inflicting corporal punishment on their sons. His mother would certainly not give him a piece of cake.

 

‘I won’t have you joining gangs. Common boys do that, and this family is not common.’

Alice Hayes was tall, with pretty features and long black hair that she did not cut short as married women usually did. Peter knew she fancied herself as the ‘Hollywood type’. His opening line upon returning home was ‘Gosh, Mum, one of the boys said you look like that film star Hedy Lamarr’, but her smile vanished when she opened the note.

‘And throwing stones!’ she said.

‘It was clay, not stones.’

‘It amounts to the same thing,’ she said, without explaining why. ‘We’ll have one of their priests around here next. We’re Church of England: we leave them alone, and they leave us alone. Your father would take his belt off for this.’

Then his trousers would fall down, Peter thought, and smirked — unwisely, because he received a stinging slap over his cheek.

‘Go to your room until dinner. There’ll be no dessert tonight, either, and it was stewed apricots.’

Peter walked over to the door. ‘Can I have an apple, please? I’m hungry.’

‘No. And don’t you dare let this happen again.’ She hesitated, with a curious, guarded look. ‘There are a lots of boys worse off than you, Peter, and—’ She stopped. ‘Go on now.’

Peter went to his room, frowning. His mother seldom hit him, and her tone was odd. He brooded on his bed for a moment, then pulled out his sketch-book from under the mattress. Peter liked sketching, and his mother said he was artistic. The word Eldorado was lettered on the cover. He opened it at the first page, mouthing the verse written there in his handwriting.


Gaily bedight, a gallant knight … the words arousing such dark, vivid images, a magic taking hold … And o’er his heart a shadow/Fell as he found/No spot of ground … Peter was that knight, questing for the fabled land, but lost in darkness … He met a pilgrim shadow —/‘Shadow,’ said he,/‘Where can it be —/this land of Eldorado?’ … Reading aloud now to rouse the fire of an unknown wondrous land.


‘Over the Mountains

Of the Moon,

Down the Valley of the Shadow,

Ride, boldly ride,’

The shade replied—

‘If you seek for Eldorado!’



The shade — that dark and formless entity, leading him on that journey into mysterious shadowlands. He sketched in this book when he was in a special mood.


‘Ride, boldly ride,’

The shade replied—



Perhaps he would draw his outstretched hand awaiting the strap: a symbol of courage and of overcoming fear. He began to sketch, forgetting he was hungry.

He would make his mother call him twice to dinner, just to show her that punishment did not work. He would smile, too, so she knew she had got nowhere—

A stone hit the window. Peter opened the window and looked down into the back yard. Barry stood there, grinning, and threw a package up. Peter caught it and Barry waved, turning for the gate. The package was wrapped neatly in newspaper and tied with string. Peter opened it and smiled. This was ultimate acceptance, something no other kid in school had, and best of all it was edible.

A piece of cake.
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Tell us where you are from.’

It was a command, not a question. Chengsai did not need to add ‘tell the truth’, because Ng had seen what happened to people who did not. He collected his thoughts, and the assembled group waited patiently.

They were in one of Chengsai’s camps: a line of bamboo huts, thatched with attap grass, with a down-river latrine and even a cook-house. There had been no attempt to hide the camp; it was all out in the open. Ahmed had smiled when Ng asked why. The Japanese knew better than to follow guerillas into the deep forest, and they did not waste bombs on grass-roofed huts.

Ng was thinking what he should say. Tell them about his father, manager of the Penang plantation, and about his schooling? No. Tell them about that day in late January, the burning sun overhead and panic loud in the narrow harbour-side streets, a handcart overturning and scattering fruit. Ng, pushing through the crowds to the big motor-launch, his way blocked by scowling constables. Calling out—

 

‘Tuan! Tuan Lucas!’

The planter, turning — big-nosed, his bushy black hair falling over his ears — beckoning him through. Tuan Lucas will help; always laughing, a wonderful Father Christmas. Ng still had his present: Deeds That Made The Empire Great. So pushing through, a low bow to Mrs Lucas at the gangplank, releasing a parrot from its cage, taking the baby from the nurse. Tuan Lucas grinning at him.

‘You look all hot and bothered, laddie.’

The words tumbling out. ‘Tuan, my father begs to remind that you said our family could come with you to Singapore.’

That big grin, showing strong white teeth. ‘No worries, the Sons of Heaven’ll never get this far. Aussie troops gave them a bloody nose just today. And if they do—’ Lucas breaks off, pulling out his big revolver and pointing it up to the mast, where the parrot, a red-and-blue macaw, has taken perch and is preening itself. The revolver exploding, the bird falling to the water, followed by drifting feathers.

Lucas roars with laughter. ‘Any Jap I see gets the same.’

Mrs Lucas pauses in shock at the death of her pet, then passes the child to a crewman, pushes back the Malay nurse, and Lucas goes aboard. ‘Alright son, we’re not leaving for a while. Get your family, but no hurry.’


Lucas waves away Ng’s thanks, and Ng pedals off quickly on his bicycle, pleased and proud to have helped his family to safety. Brothers One and Two will approve, and Father will have to change his opinion of Lucas. Not leaving for a while: the Japanese cannot be as close as thought.

His knees ache as he bikes uphill, his feet slipping painfully on the iron pedals because he is not quite big enough for his brother’s bike. He pauses on the curve above town, to draw breath and look back. Down to the V-shaped white feather in the blue water — where Lucas’s launch is heading out to sea, the wake churning as the launch gathers speed for the two-hour run to Singapore.

You did not wait!

Registering this, and hearing another sound: snarling truck engines mixing with a menacing whirr-whirr. Instinctively throwing himself off his bike and rolling into the high brown lalang grass as the first truck rounds the corner, changing gears. The driver wears a sand-coloured uniform and a peaked cap over goggles. On the truck, some twenty squatting men, their uniforms dirty, with deep patches of sweat under the armpits, bayoneted rifles slung over their shoulders.

Then another truck, a Bedford, also jammed with men. The truck passing, the engine noise replaced by a whirr-whirring as a host of bicycles sweep into view, each rider uniformed, bayoneted rifles glinting in the sun. Sharp eyes look over to where Ng hides; someone yells and a rider stops, jumps off and runs towards Ng’s hiding place. Ng presses flat behind the lalang grass, glimpsing putteed ankles as his abandoned bike is wheeled to the road, his jacket still bundled on the back.

Then the sound of light rubber-soled boots pattering on the hard clay road. More troops in sand-coloured uniforms and flat-brimmed helmets, thumbs hooked into their ammunition pouches. One grabs the seized bicycle and rides ahead. The others patter-patter on, row after serried row, like some multi-headed creature hackled with bayonet spikes.

Ng hides for what seems an age, until fear for his family overcomes his terror. He runs up the road, the clay dust choking in his throat, his heart pounding. Below, the waters are smooth and blue, the launch long-gone. His shirt fluttering against his sweating body, he runs past the neat lines of rubber trees, a sob catching in his throat. Ahead lies his family’s tin-roofed bungalow, with its neat garden of yams and tomatoes.

In the garden lies his father’s decapitated body.

The image does not make sense, nor does the untidy sprawl of his mother’s body. He cannot move, his legs not working as he calls out for his sisters. The only answer is a bird-call from the forest. The shrill sound echoes inside him as he looks behind the house and sees the red-soaked huddle of his sisters.

 

‘Why did the Japanese kill your family?’

Back in the clearing, Ng’s tea was cold, his rice-cake untasted. Around him, the intent faces are etched black in the flickering yellow firelight. He choked back a sob as he answered: his father was local head of the Kuomintang Society, gathering funds for the Nationalist Government in China to fight the Japanese.

‘We are Communist,’ Chengsai interrupted. ‘We do not support that gang of war-lords. But there are Kuomintang bands in the jungle.’ He swatted away a fluttering moth. ‘You can go to them.’

‘No,’ replied Ng, without really understanding why.

Chengsai’s reply was harsh. ‘Communists fight for a cause. Not just killing Japanese, but the death of old evils. Your father was a part of those evils.’

Ng could not agree: family were his anchor-stone, and their death needed avenging. But he was also now alone and adrift, and he needed to belong somewhere. He took a deep breath and nodded. ‘I will fight the Japanese — and you can teach me about Communism.’

Chengsai nodded grimly. ‘Good. But we do not bargain: that is your first lesson.’

As they walked away, Ahmed nudged Ng’s shoulder and grinned. ‘So you are one of us now. Eat your rice-cake.’
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Peter Hayes lay on his bed, sleepless. His window overlooked the street and the curtains did not quite come together. When a car passed, a narrow oblong of light appeared briefly on the ceiling. He would count those oblongs until he fell asleep. Not many appeared now because of wartime petrol rationing.

Tonight, though, an oblong remained as the engine stopped. The gate squealed open and footsteps tramped up the gravel path. After nine: late to have visitors. His mother was still up, sewing a light dress for Singapore, although they might not be going there now. But his mother always lived in hope. We’ll be among a much better class of people, Peter.

The door opened, and words floated up as his mother ushered the visitors into the drawing room. Peter sat up, listening intently. Unannounced visitors: was this something to do with his father?

That morning Mr Armitage had talked about the war with Japan. They must not be concerned, he had said. Yes, the Americans had lost battleships at Pearl Harbor, but they would soon build more. And yes, the Japanese had invaded British Malaya — treacherously choosing their time when our forces were fighting the Germans. And these Japanese fanatics wanted to die for their Emperor. Anyway, opined Mr Armitage, the great guns of Singapore would blow them all to atoms. To atoms, repeated Mr Armitage with relish.

Then little Ernie Lambert had asked why the British Army didn’t stop the Japanese getting close to Singapore. Mr Armitage had just stared and said a boy who didn’t even play rugby had no business asking stupid questions. At lunchtime young Lambert would get a lesson in defeatist remarks. At least two whacks, whispered Roy Otley beside Peter, who grinned. Knowing Mr Armitage, he thought at least four. At lunchtime, some of the boys lingered to snigger as they heard four loud thwacks. Roy Otley lost his bet with Peter and sulkily handed over two steely marbles.

After school they followed Ernie, jeering and making cry-baby noises. Then Barry yelled ‘Jap-lover!’ and they began throwing stones so that Ernie howled and ran for his home. ‘We’re a good team!’ shouted Barry and clapped Peter’s arm.

Sitting on the bed, Peter smiled, but his smile quickly vanished. Was somebody coming around about the stone-throwing? But Constable Johansen’s bike was not outside, just the battered Morris the vicar drove. Peter tiptoed on bare feet into the hall to sit on the stairs; he went carefully, because the top brass stair-rod rattled. Mum would joke that his father went to Singapore to escape all the little jobs around the house, but her voice was subdued now.

‘Phil’s last letter said we should come over. He said Singapore was full of troops with guns big enough to sink battleships.’

Peter remembered the letter. It had also said that his father was sending a model British gunboat, and Peter hoped it was on the way. Mr Armitage had said that Japanese aircraft were made out of bamboo and rice-paper, and that Japanese pilots were short-sighted. But those same pilots had sunk Royal Navy battleships. Mr Armitage said that the Japanese got aircraft and pilots from the Germans and had taken the Royal Navy by surprise. Peter nearly asked why the Royal Navy was surprised, but remembered the fate of Ernie Lambert and stopped in time.

Now Peter pressed against the cold bannister rails. A man’s voice — the vicar’s — was saying the situation was unclear and there was every hope that Mr Hayes was alright. Then another voice — Mr Armitage’s — saying that a great many refugees had been evacuated and nobody could write from a ship in the middle of the Indian Ocean. Meanwhile best not to tell the boy.

Peter slipped back into the shadows as the living-room door opened, glimpsing the vicar’s red-cheeked features and a grim-faced Mr Armitage. Then back into his bedroom as the door opened and shut. He lay still, as his mother’s footsteps came upstairs, the brass stair-rod rattled, then the floorboards creaked as the door opened.

He knew she was looking in, and peeked through a dark mesh of eyelashes. She watched for a long moment, outlined against the hall, then the door shut and her footsteps went back to the stairs. His parents’ bedroom was on this landing, but since his father had left she had been sleeping in the single room downstairs. She said it was warmer.

Peter lay still, thinking. He would not be getting the gunboat. Dad was missing, but surely they would hear from him soon. But a horrible sense of unease persisted. He looked up at the ceiling: No reason to suppose that he isn’t coming back.

Warren Burton’s dad had been killed in Greece, and Ricky Manson’s dad in North Africa. Susan Connor’s dad had sunk in a convoy, and she had cried, because girls did. But if his dad didn’t return, Peter would not be a sniffle-guts. For strength, he silently mouthed the words: ‘Ride, boldly ride,’/ The shade replied … Discover the unknowable that stirred darkly within him. No more narrow oblongs of light travelled over the ceiling before he slept.

 

The next day Mr Armitage talked about the war again. Singapore had fallen, and so they must be on the alert now for Japanese secret agents disguised as Chinese. There were some basic differences. A Chinese shuffled slowly and smiled, often keeping his head down. The Japanese strode and had wild, staring eyes. And (Mr Armitage continued) they must remember that, in the spirit of Empire, ‘our’ troops fought to the last.

Roy Otley put up his hand and asked if, like those pilots, the soldiers were Germans dressed up as Japanese. Hoping for a nod of approval, but he did not get one. Mr Armitage told him that the subject was closed and young Otley had better show results in the History test or he knew what to expect. A last grim look around.

‘Now open your books at page twenty-two and wipe that smile off your face, Hayes, before I do it for you.’
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Look, Ng,’ said Annie.

She passed her big Japanese binoculars to Ng. He looked through them gingerly — he hadn’t handled them before.

The scene leaped into sudden sharp focus. Rows of attap-roofed huts, screened by palm trees. As he watched, a man emerged from one of the huts, yawning and naked save for brown shorts and a red sweat-band around his shaven head. Early morning sun cut away the black shadows, and there was movement in the other huts. Ng watched as the man ambled out of sight.

‘I can see one.’ Ng frowned: a Japanese base, so far inland? ‘He doesn’t look Japanese.’

Annie said nothing and took the binoculars back. The line of concealed fighters waited for the gunshot signal. Chengsai’s force would attack first and distract the enemy from Annie’s fighters. Ng’s heart beat fast and he sweated. His first fight.


His stomach was knotting, and Ng pushed his Enfield rifle forward — he had not fired it often because ammunition was scarce. He swallowed and tensed as a night-jar sounded in the jungle; foolish bird, confusing deep shadow with night. His insides coiling like a dragon’s tail, Ng made himself remember what his grandmother had said. He was like the astrological dragon — stubborn, enduring, intelligent. Yes, and impetuous, but not this morning. He had to stay absolutely still. One leg cramped painfully, but he dared not move.

The waking bustle through the trees did not sound right either — the Japanese used bugles and screamed orders. The dragon-tail coiled more tightly, but none of the other fighters moved, so Ng did not. Three men, in singlets and shorts, one with a long sarong wrapped around his lower body and a battered straw hat. Japanese? Closer now … No, they were not Japanese.

A shot: the signal.

‘Fire!’ shouted Annie.

Her sten-gun stuttered and Ahmed’s rifle cracked loudly in Ng’s ear. A crackle of fire from the other fighters and the three men went down. Annie yelling to go forward, Ng nearly overbalancing on his cramped leg, rifle-strap entangled around his arm, stumbling and running forward.

They were at the men now, one still alive, Ahmed’s rifle-butt swinging down hard. Ng nearly tripped on another man, looking down as he stepped over — not Japanese — and a louder flurry of shots rang out as they ran into the clearing. Ng yanking free from the strap, working the bolt, raising the rifle to his shoulder. Squeeze the trigger — gently — the gun’s butt slamming into his thin shoulder and the smoke stinging his face.

Now they were in the clearing. Men, even women, among the lines of huts, shouting and colliding in panic, attacked on two sides. As he watched, a grenade exploded the bamboo sides of a hut. Ahmed shouting: ‘Be a soldier — fight!’

Ng put the rifle to his shoulder, remembering to aim, firing at some men running to a canoe tied up at the riverbank. Working the bolt again, the dragon’s tail whiplashing fire through his body, firing again. One man arched and fell sideways. The other two leapt into the canoe, pushing it away from shore. As Ng fired again, the one who had grabbed a paddle dropped it and collapsed untidily. The last man pulled a gun from his belt and fired. A hot hiss passed Ng’s cheek as his rifle-bolt jammed, sick with dismay as the man aimed again — then suddenly jerked forward, upturning the canoe.

‘Clear your bolt,’ said Ahmed beside him.

Ng did so, his heart pounding. For a moment the man floated on the surface, black hair trailing, trapped air ballooning his shirt. Then he sank from sight. The second man was clambering back up onto the bank as Ng bashed the bolt free. He fired again and hit his target. How many bullets have I got left? A good soldier counts his shots.

Moments, just moments, and the firing dying away. It was not the breeze that made the sweat cold on Ng’s cheeks. Looking at Ahmed, knowing he was wide-eyed and gasping, he was surprised to see the other smiling at him.

‘Ng, you did well.’

Ng’s knees were wobbly, and his breath whistled. ‘Ahmed, they were not Japanese.’

‘No. Kuomintang.’

Also the enemy, so Ng knew he should not feel guilty if he were to belong. He looked at the upturned canoe, a paddle floating beside it. ‘They were enemies,’ he said.

Ahmed nodded approvingly. ‘We all feel strange on the first fight. Come on now, we must re-group.’

Chengsai’s and Annie’s fighters had come together and were circling a huddled, kneeling group. Some were being pulled out to one side. Two huts were on fire, and the dark smoke billowed across the clearing. Annie beckoned them over. But these Kuomintang did not look like fighters — some were bandits and drug-runners, he had heard at the lectures. But a question remained.

‘Ahmed. Could I have gone to a Kuomintang band?’

‘No, Ng,’ said Ahmed, expressionless. ‘We would have shot you.’ He gestured to the men being dragged aside. ‘Like them.’

Ahmed must trust him as a comrade to speak so candidly. So together they went up from the muddy river to the camp. My father was Kuomintang, and my brothers. Ng checked his rifle — one round left — and replaced it with a new clip. Next time, I will count the shots.


 

Kuomintang were the enemy, like the Japanese: Party doctrine was clear on this point. Ng realized that the others had deliberately not told him in advance that they would be attacking Kuomintang, and that now they were watching him to see what his reaction would be. He fought to show no emotion.

Annie and Chengsai were looking over their prisoners. Beside them was a pile of collected weapons, and Ng noticed some sten-guns among them. Rapid-firing weapons were scarce, so perhaps the rumours about the British air-dropping supplies were true?

Chengsai snapped an order, and more men were dragged from the huddled groups.

‘Comrade Commander?’ asked Ng. ‘May I look at the bodies?’

Chengsai and Annie turned. Ng felt a small stab of fear, but family honour demanded it. He would be a good Communist, but he did not like being deceived. So he made his eyes meet their scowls. ‘My two brothers were in the Straits Rifles and might have joined a Kuomintang band. I would like to see if they are among the dead.’

Chengsai nodded, and Ng — conscious that all the fighters were looking at him — went from body to body. But Hong and Kwok were not there, so dare he hope? Chengsai exchanged a look with Annie and came over.

‘Ng,’ he said, ‘all the Singapore Chinese were rounded up and shot.’ He made to go, but paused. ‘I should have told you sooner.’

Ng stood there, stunned with sudden grief. Only one thought took hold: Chengsai had said that he should have told him earlier. The closest that iron man would come to saying sorry.

That was acceptance.
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Peter was outside the headmaster’s study. A summons during the middle of class usually meant the cane. But for what? Telling Alison McLeod that her knickers had come down? Sneaking into Mr Cooper’s orchard to snatch nectarines? But Barry had been there, too. Peter knocked on the door, and nasal tones bade him enter.

Standing beside Mr Wilson was Mr Armitage. Headmaster and deputy headmaster meant something a lot more serious than nectarines or Alison’s knickers. Mr Wilson was nearly bald, with just a fringe of fluffy white hair over his ears. He cleared his throat. ‘Hayes, I have grave tidings, and you must be brave. The International Red Cross has received lists of all the civilians interned by the Japanese. Your father’s name is not among them.’ He paused, his lips tight. ‘We understand the lists are very thorough.’

‘My father’s on a ship, sir.’ His mother had said that only this morning.


‘All the ships are accounted for, Hayes,’ said Mr Armitage. ‘You must prepare yourself for the very worst.’

Mr Wilson took over. Other children — young Burton and Susan Connor, for example — had suffered loss. Young Hayes must bear up and help his mother, because he was now the man of the family. His mother had asked the school to tell him.

Then Mr Armitage was speaking. ‘Wait for me by the cloak-room, Hayes. I’ll drive you.’

Peter nodded and left. He went down the corridor to the room where boys hung their coats on lines of hooks. It was half-past eleven and a warm March day, but he was cold and felt only an unsettling dismay — not anger — that this had happened so suddenly. He had intended to share his spam sandwiches and scone with Barry, and now he would eat them at home. It isn’t fair, and the gunboat never arrived either.

Could his father still be alive? But Mr Wilson had said plainly that he was not. Suddenly Peter could not remember his father’s face. Only that he had promised Peter two shillings when he left for Malaya, but had forgotten to give them to him. So Peter had sulked when the taxi drove off and did not wave goodbye. His mother had told him not to be childish.

No father.

He blinked hard against the sudden, quick tears. Real boys did not cry. He was orphaned — well, half-orphaned — but mothers weren’t as important as fathers. He rubbed his hands over his eyes as Mr Armitage came down the corridor. ‘I’ll meet you at the front,’ he said, as he passed. ‘And comb your hair.’


Peter put on his jacket and took his bag. He hated his stupid tears and hated himself for sulking when his father had left. He hated that his mother had not told him the news herself. And that the other kids would say sorry — that seemed worst of all. He tugged the old tortoiseshell comb with broken teeth through his hair. He had found the old comb in his father’s overcoat on the hallstand — a heavy coat was not needed in Singapore’s hot climate. He dropped the comb back into his bag. There, beside his lunchtime sandwiches, was his cricket ball. Dad gave me that.

He caught sight of his face, strained and white, reflected in the cloak-room mirror. Dad isn’t coming back. He whirled and threw the ball hard at the cloak-room window, which the ball shattered before bouncing across the playground outside. Footsteps sounded, and Mr Armitage surveyed the scene grimly. ‘That window will have to be paid for,’ he said. ‘And I think another visit to the headmaster is indicated.’

 

A month later, Peter sat in detention, writing out the primary exports of the African colonies. Not because of the broken window; surprisingly, Mr Wilson had dismissed him with a severe caution and had not charged for the damage. But Mr Armitage did not forgive.

‘Hayes, detention will teach you respect for property and keep you from bad company. Your mother agrees with me, so use the time to work hard and grow up.’


He still thought about his father and felt guilty for not saying goodbye. A dead parent had not increased his status. Warren Burton quickly said that his dad did not die ‘in action’, so that did not count like a soldier. Ernie Lambert had offered him a toffee, but Peter slapped it away. Sniffle-guts Lambert feeling sorry for him!

It was April and the sunlight colder. Peter began sketching absently. A motor-launch with the sea creaming under its bow, the gun — bofors, they were called — mounted in front. He had taken great care over that gun. Now he increased the wave at the bow, to make the gunboat move fast, jumping as a voice whispered in his ear.

‘Showing a definite flair, Hayes. Where’s the crew?’

Peter turned. Mr Welland, the teacher in charge of detention, had stolen up noiselessly behind him. Mr Welland was a cheerful older man, and — that rarity — a teacher who did not use the strap very often. ‘How long have you been in detention now?’

‘Five weeks, sir.’

‘Good golly, Hayes, practically a life sentence. Go on, I’ll have a word with Mr Armitage. Home now — straight home.’

Peter did go straight home, but stopped at the street before his own. A four-door Austin, exactly like the one Mr Armitage drove, was parked there. Was Mr Armitage visiting his mother? Peter hesitated, then ducked across a waste section to the back door. Best to be careful.

The window-blind in the downstairs bedroom was almost fully down, which was unusual for daytime. Peter heard a noise from inside. His mother? It was dark inside, but a form on the bed resolved itself into the urgent motions of two people. One was his mother, and the other — Mr Armitage.

Peter watched, transfixed, his nose touching the cold glass. He felt the same numb bewilderment he had felt when learning his father was dead. He ducked into the garage and stood there. The garage was empty. Peter sat down on an old wooden orange crate, breathing in the dusty air until he heard footsteps going down the back path. His mother seldom talked about his father’s death, but he thought about it on long, sleepless nights. Within him lay an indefinable guilt that he should have felt more. He hadn’t even sketched his father.

 

Later — a lot later — he went inside. The kitchen was filled with the pleasant smell of scones baking. His mother turned from the stove. She was wearing a cream housecoat with pink flowers that she had embroidered herself. ‘You’re late, Peter. Shepherd’s pie and bread-and-butter pudding for dinner.’

Always a nice dinner on detention day.

‘Alright, Mum. I’ll do my homework.’

‘Without having to be asked? Miracles will never cease.’

She smiled and turned back to the stove. Peter looked at her pretty face, her green eyes, her lips bright with lipstick. His father used to joke about her ‘film-star beauty’, and she had always smiled at that. Now, she turned again.


‘Peter, is something wrong?’

‘No. Ah, Mum, can I have Dad’s photo in the hall?’

His mother went to the bench and began to stuff chunks of cold mutton into the meat-grinder, then turned the handle, thinking that the shepherd’s pie really needed an onion, but they were scarce. ‘Of course you can.’

‘Thanks.’

The photograph was set in a silver frame and showed his father by a little Austin car, smiling at the camera. Peter took it from the hall table and up to his bedroom. Then he went over to sit by the window, and opened his sketch-book. Waiting for an image to come to mind, knowing what it would be.
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The Enfield rifle was made for big Europeans, and Ng wanted a sten-gun like Ahmed. But they were earned by long service, and the Committee meetings decided who merited the better weapons. A yellow hornet was hovering around his face, but Ng resisted the impulse to slap it away. A sentry must not move — even if, as the saying went, a little poison krait was sliding up your leg. And if it bit you, you would never move again.

He was positioned behind a fallen tree, with lalang grass stuffed in his headband, and a loose cape of the same long grass around his shoulders — watching the jungle carefully for any movement and noise. Beside him a cord ran back into camp. One pull and an alarm bell would sound. He had to watch both sides, and listen intently: the Japanese moved in almost complete silence. And sometimes Chengsai himself crept up on a sentry.

Ng’s concentration was broken by the sudden flapping of wings, as a hornbill flew upwards with a loud, jarring squawk. Had it seen something, or was it just finding another tree? He refocused his attention again. Monkeys were frolicking nearby: listen out for any warning screams from them. Watch the bushes and clumps of grass: fix their position — if they moved, they were camouflage. Watch the finches near the riverside: see if they fluttered up. The very silence might belie a creeping presence.

He tensed to sound — a bush-rat moving the high grass — ever alert. Once when he had been distracted by a cavorting monkey, he had found Chengsai standing over him. That had cost him six painful strokes of a bamboo cane, and orders to learn the duties of a sentry off by heart. There would be no more chances. Chengsai enforced merciless discipline. The jungle is tough, the Japanese are tough — we must be tougher. Ng knew Chengsai’s dictum off by heart.

 

Ng came to the main camp — deep in the jungle — only when his loyalty had been proven. The camp was a mini-state, run on strict Party lines, and Ng was a probationer. Wait, advised Ahmed, serve well and get your certificate of approval.

With family and relatives either dead or in China, it was good to be at the camp. He belonged. The strict camp routine was his life now, from the first shrill whistle-blast at a quarter to six in the morning to the last political meeting at night. Training, camp duties, and political instruction — much political instruction — until an early bedtime.

Speak quietly. Salute with a clenched fist at the brim of your cap, if you have a cap. Return anything you borrow, and pay for any damage you do. Be honest when buying or selling, and treat prisoners well. Keep your living quarters clean and your clothes in good order. Use the lavatory, not the bush, and — this was sternly emphasized — avoid women when bathing. Women were only comrades, and were to be treated as such. The women in their hotch-potch uniforms met his eyes with unsmiling stares. One, a chubby-faced little Tamil called Rana, looked about twelve. When Ng mentioned this to Ahmed, his companion laughed. ‘Little Rana’ had been on six raids and killed two Japanese soldiers, one with her knife. So let Ng, the ‘little boy’, do half as well.

And Ng was learning. Chengsai knew everything about guns of all calibres, and use of his bamboo cane ensured that his followers learnt quickly, too. Ng absorbed it all. He would use his new skills without mercy on the Japanese, and in the fight for this new world philosophy.

Members of the Command were a tight and highly disciplined unit, and would accept him only if he proved himself. Even so, he quailed when, after six months, he was summoned before the Camp Executive. Chengsai unrolled a document and read out its contents. From today, Ng would receive the glorious title of Communist Party member and Bolshevik warrior. At this honour, Ng nearly bowed, but caught himself just in time.

‘The Party is your cause for living,’ Annie had said severely. ‘You must fight — and be ready to give your life.’

 

Back on sentry-duty, Ng changed position to the other end of the log and eased up into a squat. Being a fully-fledged Party warrior gave him an inner strength. He kept at full alert, looking and listening for sounds behind and around him. So when he heard the finches flutter, he half-turned, slowly, to let his lalang-grass headdress bob naturally.

Annie was there.

She walked forward — like a leopard, Ng thought — and squatted with an approving nod. ‘A good comrade-sentry has eyes in the back of the head.’

A rare compliment! Annie approved that Ng kept looking around: he was a good warrior, but did he still hold to his Kuomintang past? Chengsai was very slow to trust fully. But that distrust had saved him from the Batu Caves massacre, where most of the Communist leadership had fallen to a Japanese ambush. She sensed, however, that Ng was loyal, and there was a way to test him.

‘Ng, you speak English well?’

Ng blinked. Keep alert! ‘Yes, Comrade Leader. My father thought it would be a good skill.’

Annie nodded. She had seen that flicker of inattention and might speak of it at the meeting that night — or wait to see if he did. But, for now, the business in hand. ‘We have an Englishman coming.’


‘An Englishman?’

‘He will parachute down and train us in using explosives. Supplies of guns and food will be dropped to us. Then let our enemies beware.’

‘We can really hurt the Japanese,’ muttered Ng.

‘I was thinking of the Kuomintang,’ replied Annie calmly, ‘but yes, the Japanese, too. Keep a good watch, Ng.’

With that, she departed. Ng sighed. The sun overhead meant another hour on duty — keeping even more alert in case Annie doubled back. But all the bushes were in place and the finches hopped undisturbed along the riverbank.

But I was distracted — and must self-criticize at tonight’s meeting.

Think instead about what Annie had said. An Englishman?

 

Ng’s thoughts were still on the Englishman as he squatted patiently in the night shadow of a tall flame tree. The vivid red-and-yellow blossoms were drained into silver by the moonlight. Above, the night sky was a dark, silken robe stitched with tiny specks of silver. He held a long metal torch, but was under strict orders to use it sparingly. Batteries were scarce.

The coming of the Englishman will change all that, Ng thought. A distant growling overhead came now, and he looked up.

 


Captain Geoffrey Staples ached for a cigarette as the Dakota approached the drop-zone. One of the aircrew dragged up the bundles of equipment and the radio, and opened the side-door. A blast of freezing air went through the dark aircraft as the man held up five fingers: jump in five minutes.

Staples gathered his gear and hitched the sten-gun over his shoulder. The roar of the engine changed in pitch as the aircraft lost height. Bloody staff-wallahs and their glib chat, he thought. Strictly volunteer stuff, old chap; a refusal won’t go on your record. No — just that he’d funked it! Fifteen uneventful years in the Indian Army until the Japs kicked over the apple-cart. The job’s a piece of cake, they had said. Let the Reds do all the dying.

The engine’s pitch was still changing, the roar seeming louder. Staples got up, hitched up his parachute straps, and settled the helmet. He waddled over to the door, and the aircrew kicked out the first bundle, then the second, and beckoned.

At the door, the wind buffeted Staples’ face. No time to think, his helmet scraped the framing as he plunged out into darkness. His gloved hand tight on the ripcord — Shit, we’re at five thousand — pulling once, a second time, and he kept falling. He pulled again, and the ripcord tore loose. Another sickening moment, then a sudden, hard jolt: the white cupola billowed overhead and his gloved hands gripped the taut guidance cords.

Gulping in cold air, Staples looked down past his swinging boots to a dull sheen of water below. A river — no, paddy-fields. Overhead, the Dakota was turning back out to sea. Smart lads. No sense waiting for a night-fighter from Kallang to get on their tail.

The dark sheen of water rushed up now. A fringe of trees nearby, and Staples tugged the cords smartly to guide himself away from them. The Japanese would love to find him tangled up like some badly-tied present. He might even be miles off-course— Then hitting the water, tucking his legs at the knees, falling to his side as a stinking morass erupted around him. No time to waste— Scrambling up and slashing the cords with his knife, before the billowing parachute could tumble him along. Splashing towards the black fringe of cover, dragging his chute and praying his escort arrived before the Japs did.

The bank steepened into damp yet firm soil, and he climbed out carefully, hauling the sodden parachute after him. Nearby, an early songbird began a pip-pip-ing whistle. There was a faint edge of red in the eastern sky. Other than the bird-song, all was quiet, but Staples slipped his sten off his shoulder and clicked the safety-catch off. Japanese patrols did not announce their presence. In Burma the British had learnt just how good the Japs were. Burma, where he had saved his company from encirclement only to be labelled an insubordinate bastard and shunted to staff duties.

It felt unreal to be standing there, the humid touch of the jungle soft on his face. He knew it would be wrong to light a cigarette but, hell, he needed one; cupping his hands carefully over the match and drawing the smoke gratefully into his lungs.

Mistake! A bayonet point pricked sharply between his shoulder-blades, and a low voice spoke severely from behind him.

‘Do not smoke, Mr English. It can be smelt for a mile.’
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These are incredible. They are so ugly! We’ve got stag beetles back in Belfast, but nothing like this.’ Even at fifteen, Barry was still fascinated by wetas.

It was daring to go into the pine forests that overlooked the harbour: the new concrete gun emplacements were nearby, and there were sentries. The war — and the Yanks — were their main topics of conversation.

Roy Otley had tagged along, but had wandered off ahead. Barry flaked the red, rotting wood off a log with his penknife to show the big insects burrowed inside. The striped, orange-armoured bodies and goggling, malign eyes; the long antennae waving, and big mandible-jaws clicking.

Peter let his attention wander. 1943 was a good year, said Mr Armitage in school. The British Navy had won a sea battle against the Germans at somewhere called the Barents Sea, and the British Army had won in North Africa at a place called El Alamein. The Russians had surrounded thousands more Germans in a city called Stalingrad, and the Yank Navy had beaten the Japs at Leyte Gulf. He would be called up in a couple of years, and Peter thought about that. If he volunteered, he had a choice of services. Probably the Army, he thought, so he could fight the Japanese.

Barry dug away, his face close to the wood.

‘Careful: they leap,’ warned Peter.

Above them a winding dirt road led to the gun batteries on Tinakori Hills, which were placed to fire on an invading Japanese fleet. Now their shells would only fall among the massed American shipping. Barry rubbed a hand over his acne and pulled a packet from his pocket.

‘Gum, kiddo?’

‘Sure, bud.’

The gum, like their slang, was pure Yank, and Peter stuffed it into his mouth. The Americans were everywhere, their voices and uniforms so different.

Roy Otley dropped beside them, his face set in a sly smirk. ‘Hey, there’s a Yank and a girl doing it up there — wanna see?’

Barry and Peter shook their heads. Peter could have told Roy a thing or two about ‘doing it’; the memory of that afternoon still burned in his mind. Mr Armitage no longer came to the house, but sometimes his mother wasn’t home after school, and she would return full of excuses about ration queues. Peter and his mother didn’t talk to each other much these days — her choice as much as his — and he spent more time in his room.


Peter brought his mind back to the hills, the pine-needles underfoot and the sharp smell of pine resin. There was no more flavour in the gum, and he took it out, sticking it on a ridged tree-root beside him. Roy was still talking about a man and woman ‘doing it’, which led to him telling about his older brother’s adventures in Cairo with the Army. He smirked again, and pulled an object out from his bag. ‘My brother got this over in Cairo, too.’

Barry and Peter gasped. They both liked to feel superior to Roy, but this time they were impressed. ‘Is it real?’ asked Peter.

‘Sure. Jack got it, a souvenir. He doesn’t know I’ve taken it.’

Roy was holding an egg-shaped metal cylinder the size of a cricket-ball, with chunky-ribbed sides and a long circular-ringed iron pin in the top.

‘Will it explode?’ asked Barry, fascinated.

‘Not until you pull the pin out. Then you’ve got three seconds.’

Just like in the movies, thought Peter. Roy passed it over, and Peter handled it like a cold, fragile egg, tracing one finger over the ribbed casing. Death was in his hands, and a sense of power tingled within him. He would sketch the grenade, but somehow in the context of violent death. Barry took it gently from his hands.

‘Wonder how many Germans it’d kill.’ He grinned. ‘Hey, we could blow up that log — bet we’d get tons of wetas out.’

‘Yeah, sure, and exchange them with the Yanks for gum?’ asked Peter.


Barry grinned again, and made a sudden throwing motion and laughed. ‘Let’s chuck it at Frank Armitage. Boom! No more whacks.’

Peter grinned, but Roy smiled nervously and reached for the grenade. Barry pulled his hand away. ‘I haven’t finished looking at it yet.’

‘Hey, Barry, I gotta get it back. Dad’ll give me a real hiding.’

Barry had a finger hooked around the ring. ‘Remember that Errol Flynn film where he got the Jap machine-gun nest? Crept up and—’

Roy snatched for the grenade. Barry’s finger was still hooked around the pin, and it suddenly snicked out. Roy held the grenade, staring at it as the top popped and spluttered slightly.

‘Throw it away!’ screamed Peter.

Roy held it, his eyes wide, a croaking sound escaping his open mouth. Peter scrabbled at Roy’s hands, but they were tightly clenched over the grenade, the knuckles white, his face set in a transfixed grimace of horror.

‘Petey!’ yelled Barry.

Seconds, moments—

Pushing Barry over the log, tumbling after him, his blazer ripping on a branch as he threw himself down. Behind came a loud thud and the log shattered. Above them the branches wrenched, the ground below jarred; pine-cones, dirt, rotten wood, and fragments of weta rained down upon them.

A long, long minute, and Peter got shakily to his knees. He was winded, his ears sang; a foul taste of rotten wood filled his mouth. He flinched as a last pine-cone thudded down beside him. Barry remained where he was, eyes wide and mouth gaping.

‘Roy,’ he whispered.

Roy had been torn apart. A hand lay at Peter’s feet.

No time for his artist’s eye to visually record this scene. Shouts were coming from above — the disturbed lovers, perhaps — as a cloud of finer debris rolled upwards into the sky. Barry looked at Peter in terror, his lips forming soundless words. Peter punched him hard and grabbed his arm.

‘Barry, we gotta get out of here — or we’re really for it!’

He pulled Barry up, both coated from head to toe with debris. Just in time Peter remembered to grab their school-bags, and they staggered down the slope, tumbling to a stop at some bushes above the road. Barry was still dazed, and Peter shook him.

‘Not our fault, Barry. Not our fault.’

Barry spat and nodded, then retched, then nodded again. The grenade-ring was still hooked around his finger. Peter pulled it off and threw it away. He dusted off Barry and himself with his handkerchief, spat on his hands and rubbed his face, forcing Barry to do the same. The other gulped and gagged again. ‘His fault for grabbing, Peter—’

‘Come on!’

There was more shouting uphill. Peter pushed Barry ahead of him, past a house and on to the road, muttering to him to slow down now. There were some people on the street, but two schoolboys slouching along and swinging their bags attracted little notice. Peter was breathing heavily, but felt somehow exalted. Barry had fallen apart, but he had not. Roy was dead, but that meant little yet. They stopped at the corner.

‘Barry, listen. We didn’t see Roy after we got that gum from the Yanks. We mucked around a bit and went home. His brother’s to blame, not us.’ He waited for Barry’s shocked nod. ‘Now put your cap on straight and go home.’

Barry straightened his cap, nodded again, gagging. He walked on home, looking back once. Peter waved and turned away, surprised at his own cold decision-making, surprised that he was not thinking about Roy’s mutilated remains. It needed time to register. Reaching home, he heard the up-down wail of a siren and waited until it had faded away before going inside.

His mother was seated at the kitchen table, a hand pressed to her stomach. She looked up, tight-lipped, ‘Oh hello, Peter.’

‘Hello. Are you alright?’

‘Yes. Just my indigestion. Would you get me a glass of water?’

As Peter handed his mother the glass, she crinkled her nose. ‘What is that awful smell? Have you been fighting? You’re covered in dust.’

‘Ah, me and Barry were playing ambush.’

‘I do wish you wouldn’t play with that boy. He’s common and his mother has an awful accent.’ She pressed a hand to her face. ‘Dinner’ll be an hour. Braised fish, and I found an old tin of creamed rice. I think it’ll be alright.’

‘I’ll do my homework now.’

When he got to his room, Peter’s knees were shaking. He sat by the window and began to sketch. There was a picture in his mind, but it was not the bloody remains of Roy Otley. First, the solid oval shapes of the hand-grenade. Then Roy’s clenched and white-knuckled hands. Behind it, Roy’s face, set in the awful realization of death. Peter sketched, then shuddered, and the tip of his pencil pressed hard through the paper.

Roy was dead.
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Commander Chengsai, this matter is serious and needs urgent consideration.’

Beside him, Comrade Oong was translating his words, and Staples knew that Chengsai would not answer. Annie stood behind the Comrade Commander, arms folded and her face smooth. He’ll stonewall again, thought Staples, so he set his own expression stonily and waited. A big orange-striped bee droned lazily around; on one of the wooden supports, a green gecko watched with wide, unblinking eyes. Staples blinked away his own sweat and thought of a whisky stengah, so cool that tracing a finger down the glass set beads of moisture trickling like dew. The more tantalizing because his own whisky was long finished.

Oong translated Chengsai’s words. ‘The situation is not of our choosing. Your aircraft drop the guns and explosives we need to fight the Japanese. But you persist in using white parachutes that are easily spotted by Japanese aircraft — as you yourself have pointed out.’

Caught you, thought Staples. I told Ceylon that, not you. So, my radio man’s pillow-talk is getting right back to Comrade Commander and his better half.

But he would not let Chengsai duck so easily.

‘Commander, the Japanese don’t intercept that many of our drops.’

‘Captain,’ interposed Annie, through Oong, ‘you know about our climate — wind, and rain, even fog. A lot is blown away by strong winds.’

And a lot of strong wind is blowing around here, thought Staples. ‘I will ask Ceylon to change the parachutes. Then I am sure the supplies will not be … mislaid.’ Hoping Oong would translate the inflection of his word.

Back came Oong’s polite answer. ‘Comrade Commander is pleased. He shares your concern and approves of your resolution. Would you like a cup of tea?’

I’d like to ram that teapot down your throat, Chengsai!

Staples paused, and a wicked thought came to mind. ‘Tell the Comrade Commander that I’ll take a rain-check on that.’

Oong would not understand this American expression, but Chengsai and his better half would not lose face by asking him. The captain touched the peak of his cap with a big smile. Chengsai touched his own cap, and Staples walked out of the command hut. He looked around as the hot sunshine hit his face. Ng would be somewhere watching. That skinny little ratbag dogged his heels like a terrier.


Staples smiled: he rather liked the skinny little ratbag.

 

‘How much do you think he knows?’ asked Chengsai.

Annie considered carefully. ‘Very little. The British must know that our plans for Malaya do not include their return. Ng ensures he talks to nobody, and Mai makes sure the radio man tells his secrets to her.’

Chengsai stood and put on his peaked cap with the pointed brim and three red stars. The cap and his dark-green uniform — all the cadres were uniformed now — came from the supply drops that had landed on-target. He paused at the door. ‘What arrived this time?’

‘Fifty sten-guns, twenty .38 Webley revolvers, four brens, and one hundred thousand rounds of ammunition. And more uniforms.’

‘We can reclaim the uniforms,’ said Chengsai. ‘The rest of it fell into the hands of the Japanese.’

‘Alas, those silly white parachutes, Comrade Commander,’ replied Annie smoothly.

Chengsai nodded just as smoothly and left. Good to have such an intelligent wife and loyal comrade.

 

Ng squatted near the long command hut, eating a slice of durian. How could such a tasty fruit smell so awful? He watched Captain Staples return to his own hut. That was his job, as Chengsai had so carefully outlined: learn perfect English, the meaning of every word or phrase that the captain uses — and anything else he knows. Ng looked up as Chengsai appeared, but he did not stand. That was a decayed class distinction. Instead, the Commander squatted beside him.

‘Has Staples complained much about the missing airdrops?’ he asked.

‘Those that accidentally fell into a deep river, Comrade Commander?’ Chengsai nodded, and Ng considered his answer. ‘He tries to be friends, hoping I will tell him things. He complains to the British in Ceylon about the supplies.’ Ng frowned, because Staples used puzzling phrases — ‘sky-groceries evaporating at terra firma’ — confusing Ng, although he was reluctant to admit it.

Chengsai nodded shortly. ‘If he complains too much, then a solution must be found.’

Ng knew very well about such ‘solutions’. Captain Staples often joined raids where an ‘accident’ could easily happen. But was the Comrade Commander saying he should tell Staples this, or even hint at it? Ng liked Staples, but the Party held all his loyalty. ‘Comrade Commander, his British masters like what we do. Perhaps when they stop using white parachutes, we must be more careful.’

Chengsai nodded. At fifteen, Ng was a good soldier. He was well-disciplined and put the Party before everything. ‘Ng, does he talk about the British returning — and what will happen then?’


Ng frowned, trying to work out how to put it into words that Chengsai would clearly understand. ‘Yes, Comrade Commander. He talks like … like they will take up residence in their own house again.’

‘The bees want their honey-pot back,’ said Chengsai. ‘So we must keep arms and ammunition aside. The Japanese are the enemy — for now.’

‘I understand, Comrade Commander.’

Chengsai showed trust, telling him this — something the ironwood man seldom did. Ng felt proud, and Chengsai saw it in his eyes. He touched Ng on the arm and rose. ‘Listen carefully, Ng — and find out what “rain-check” means. And remember the mission tomorrow.’

He left and Ng stood up. ‘Rain-check?’ He would add it to the list.

 

Staples was uneasy about the camp being so open and undefended. Behind the ridge was a better site, but the comrades said that this was too far from water. They had reluctantly dug trenches and firing positions, though. (Why bother, Chengsai shrugged, when the Japanese garrison forces have been drained for battle elsewhere so they dare not come near us?)

‘Ceylon’s still on about those missing drops, sir.’ Sergeant Twomey was a tall, slow-spoken man from north England, with thinning black hair and bristly eyebrows. His only topic of conversation was the Newcastle United football team and the failings of their back row. ‘Think this lot are scoring it?’

‘Too damn right they are, and Ceylon knows it.’

But Ceylon is also pleased, thought Staples. Chengsai’s fighters were well-equipped and their raids hurt the Japanese. The command had doubled, but Staples was not surprised. A recruitment offer of ‘become a comrade or be shot’ tended to produce results.

‘Beats me why they want it, sir.’

‘Because, Sergeant, when we’ve both shot the arse off Brother Jap, they intend shooting the arse off the British army — always assuming we don’t shoot their arse off first.’

Twomey scratched his thinning black hair. ‘We give them guns that they’ll use against us, sir? Don’t make sense.’

‘Doesn’t have to, Sergeant: it’s called “higher military thinking”.’ Staples glanced out the window and sighed. ‘And behold my faithful little shadow.’

He walked outside and sat down on the little verandah. Ng sat down near him. ‘Captain Staples, may I ask a question?’

‘Of course, Ng. Actually the Ceylon High Command ordered me to answer all your questions, day or night.’

You like to be smart, thought Ng, but it means you talk more than you should. ‘Why use white parachutes when they should use green or brown?’

‘British fair play, old chap: give the Japs a sporting chance. I only complain because I’m a spoil-sport.’

‘Will they be angry to lose supplies — and make trouble?’


‘Possibly—’ Staples broke off. Earlier, through the window he had seen Chengsai talking to Ng. So was he making trouble for himself by talking to Ng — trouble, courtesy Chengsai? He waited for Ng to go on.

‘Are you joining us on the raid tomorrow?’ Ng asked.

Staples raised his eyebrows and winked.

What does that mean?

‘Captain, what does “rain-check” mean?’

Staples rolled his eyes and covered his mouth with one hand. Ng was puzzled: it was a simple enough question.
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The bridge spanning the wide, muddy creek was only four teak logs lashed together, with uprights at either end to keep them from rolling. Ng and Staples struggled to prevent themselves sinking deeper into the slime as they attached the lump of plastic explosive to the log’s underside. Near Ng, a little green frog with yellow-circled eyes watched from a broad lily-pad. ‘Incredible stuff, this,’ grunted Staples. ‘Packs a huge wallop, but it’s quite docile until you stick in the doings. They say you can eat it — not that I’ve ever tried. Got the old cotton-reel?’

Ng passed over the reel-shaped primer. If we shot bullets the way Staples wastes words, he thought, every gun would be empty. But there was good sense and advice among the banter. Edible? So if a Japanese patrol got too close and he had plastic explosive, he would know what to do.

‘Detonator.’ Staples slapped away a buzzing wasp and held out a hand.


‘May I?’ asked Ng.

‘Hurry!’ whispered Lee from above. ‘We can hear the convoy.’

Staples ignored her, looking at Ng. ‘Alright.’

Ng took from his bag a little red tin box marked Throat pastilles. Forget the convoy, his hands must not shake as he opened the box. Inside, cotton-wool and strips of wood separated three-inch-long cylinders like violet matchsticks. He handled one to Staples who breathed ‘Softlee, softlee, catchee monkee’ — Ng had no idea what that meant — and carefully pushed it into the primer.

Staples whistled softly. Ng wanted to like him more, but Party doctrine said to keep them at arm’s length— Concentrate, the convoy is nearly here! He tamped down the detonator and set the little fuse. Staples grunted again.

‘Getting to be a dab hand, old son.’

Dab hand? No time to ask what that meant either. They scrambled up the steep bank, the clinging slime sucking on their boots. The sun was even hotter. Ng wished he still had his broad straw hat, but the red-starred uniform cap was a symbol of pride. He had earned it.

As Staples paid out the wire, Chengsai shouted for everyone to get ready. Now the faint sound of engines seemed to ripple the heat-laden air. Ng and Staples settled behind a ridge, and Ng winced as razor-grass cut his hand. Staples passed him the detonation box and winked. Ng knew it was a compliment, letting him decide exactly when to press the plunger, and again he wished he could like Staples more.


The engine noise growled louder.

Ng sucked the blood from his cut hand. Further down the ridge, the bren crew were well-camouflaged and invisible in the long grass. Others around them, also unseen, spaced carefully to form a killing rectangle. Staples had taught them those skills, too. Ng struggled to keep his thoughts focused. ‘Dab hand’, the ‘softlee-catchee’ phrase — all things to ask Staples and endure his laughter. The growling now louder among the chattering jungle noises; a large bronze blowfly hovered over his cut hand. Concentrate!

The first armoured shape came lurching through the trees.

Beside him, Staples was silent. Ng rubbed his hand in the soil, so a sweaty palm would not slip on the smooth plunger handle. The iron-plated bulk of the armoured car, an old Sumida, nosed closer to the bridge, looking as strong as a dragon — one that spat lead teeth and had to be stopped dead— Concentrate!

The armoured car was moving across the bridge. Staples hissed sharply, but Ng waited a moment longer. The car almost across, the front wheels on dry land — now — clenching his mud-stained hand tight and pressing the plunger down — such power in his hands!

The explosion lifted the heavy logs, one twirling like a matchstick. The Sumida skidded as a log smashed up from under. Its wheels spun on the slippery bank and it sank back onto its armoured haunches, the deadly machine-gun turret pointing futilely skyward.


The first truck, unable to stop, crashed upon it, spilling its load of hapless conscripts, their screams lost in ripping gunshots and the burr of the bren guns. The Sumida’s turret began a turn, screeching like an old lady outraged by the bullets denting her sides. Then the first petrol bomb exploded, and another, and the turret stopped moving, the armoured sides wreathed in flame. Ng winced as Staples slapped him hard on his shoulder.

‘Well snookered, old son!’

Snookered? No time to puzzle over that. Ng levelled his sten-gun and began firing.

 

When the firing had died away, Staples saw olive-green figures waving their guns from the far bank. A whistle on this side, and their own soldiers rose from cover. He noticed approvingly how they kept watch at the rear and the sky. Well-trained — perhaps too bloody well-trained. He headed towards the line of smashed vehicles, Ng trotting quietly beside him. Is he warning me? Or would he shoot me if Chengsai ordered him to? Staples had an uneasy feeling that the little bugger would.

The first armoured car was firmly bogged on its side in the mud, blackened and burning, with no sign of life from inside. Cadres were swarming all over the trucks, and sometimes a single shot came. Ng knew they were supposed to take prisoners, but too many of the cadres had lost family and the hour of vengeance had come.


The second armoured car blazed fiercely, the blackened snout of its machine-gun wreathed in flames. From the black smoke came the smell of flesh burning. Ng looked around at the bodies and the abandoned rifles, but could not see a hand-gun. He badly wanted one; other front-rank cadres had them, and they were ideal for close fighting. But only Japanese officers carried them.

There was an officer sprawled by the cab of the second truck, covered in blood, body limp. One arm was twisted under his body, the other an empty sleeve pinned to his tunic. Ng noticed bitterly that the holster was empty. Some comrades were as quick as foxes after chickens. Beside him, Staples surveyed the line of wrecked and burning vehicles and chuckled.

‘Well, memorandum to Commander-in-Chief, Japanese Occupation Forces, Malaya. Drive with caution: the roads are no longer safe.’

Ng could not see a pistol anywhere, and was too disgusted to answer. Oong ran down the line of vehicles, spectacles flashing, shouting to collect the guns and withdraw. A Nambu automatic in his hand — that accounted for the empty holster — and waving the pistol far more than was necessary, Ng thought angrily.

Staples lit a cigarette and turned away from the litter of bodies.

‘The Japs won’t like this. Pity the first village they—’

He broke off. Ng had swung to face him, bringing up his sten. Awkward, inaccurate, and prone to jam, this time it worked perfectly, spitting out three bullets. Staples gaped as, behind him, the one-armed Japanese officer, nearly dead but rising from the dead, was flung back down. The officer’s lunging sword dropped just short of Staples’ back.

‘Bloody hell,’ he whispered.

Ng lowered his sten. Ahmed shouted approval, but Ng was watching Staples. He had never seen the captain show fear, but that wide-eyed look was close enough as Staples picked up the short sword. Did his voice shake a little? ‘Wakizashi, they call these. Cheers, Ng.’

Chengsai was shouting for everyone to move. Staples stuffed the short sword into his belt, slung his own sten over his shoulder, and moved off.

As Ng joined him, Staples caught a considering look. ‘Something on your mind, Ng?’

‘Yes. I think my English is good.’

‘Like a bloody native, old son — oops, no offence intended.’

Ng just looked at him. ‘What does “snookered” mean?’

Staples’ grin had a slight nervous edge to it as he gestured at the bodies. ‘This lot are snookered, Ng. And I was nearly bloody snookered myself — but for you.’

‘So “snookered” means being killed?’

‘No: “snookered” means being snookered.’ Staples laughed and walked on, without explaining further.

 


It was a good night in the Second Regiment base camp. There were speeches and patriotic songs, with drums, cymbals, and flutes. Chengsai commended several cadres, and Ng glowed when his name was mentioned. There was extra rice and pickles, and tinned peaches to follow. Ng overcame his distrust of British tinned foods and enjoyed them, although telling himself sternly that he was quite happy to forgo such luxuries.

Ng was still brooding about the pistol. Oong should have checked whether the one-armed officer was still alive. He intended denouncing Oong at a Criticism Meeting — that would teach him to grab things too quickly. Annie’s hand fell on his shoulder.

‘The Englishman wants you in his hut.’

Ng went over. At the door, Staples’ voice bade him enter. Inside, an oil lamp burned, and from behind a screened partition came Sergeant Twomey’s ragged snores. Staples was seated on a stool, a dark, wrapped bundle on his fold-out canvas table. Beside it a bottle of Japanese whisky, taken from one of the trucks, and a half-full glass. Leaning against the table was the short Japanese sword, and Staples touched it as he spoke.

‘Ng, about this afternoon—’ His voice sounded slurred, and Ng’s nostrils twitched to the odour of cheap whisky. ‘Anyway, with my compliments.’

He pushed the dark bundle into the lamplight, and, in spite of himself, Ng gasped. It was Staples’ own .38 Webley revolver, with holster and gun-belt. A big GS was scratched deeply in the butt. ‘Saved my life, old son, for what that’s worth.’

‘This is for me?’

Staples nodded. ‘Ever heard of Tidapathy? British nickname for Malaya before the Japs came.’ He clinked his glass absently against the whisky bottle. ‘From a Malay word, sort of means “Land of Never Mind”, so the Empire will last forever. Those bloody Ceylon staff-wallahs think it’ll all be status quo after the war. But it won’t — frightens the hell out of me. Frighten the hell out of you, Ng?’

‘I will wait until the war is over, Captain.’

‘Well answered.’

‘Thank you, Captain Staples.’

As Ng made to go, Staples spoke again, his voice still slurred. ‘Ng, that report for Ceylon, about those missing airdrops. Should I send it?’

Ng became alert. Staples’ face was in shadow. Was the revolver a bribe? Or did Staples simply not care? Sometimes he had talked about his wife, but not after the last mail-pouch had arrived. Outside, a fruit-bat yipped sharply. He must tell Chengsai, but — he sensed — answer properly now.

‘No, Captain Staples.’ ‘But why?’ Staples will ask. The right words slipped to mind, his first self-conscious use of British slang. ‘Captain, will it matter a Tidapathy damn?’

Staples chuckled from the shadows. His voice barely slurred when he answered: ‘Ng, you are the bloody living end.’


Ng smiled and left. Staples’ hand went out to his glass. Not often I see a smile. It was cheap, awful whisky, but it worked. Forget the report to Ceylon and sit out this wretched bloody war. Peace would be wretched, too, but at least with better whisky.

He drained the glass and blinked at the level of whisky in the bottle. At least half a bottle left, so he poured another glass and smiled. How soon would it be before the little bugger asked him what ‘the living end’ meant?

 

Outside, Ng walked over to the fires, trying not to swagger. He had buckled on the gun-belt, and its unaccustomed weight swung at his hip. Oong noticed at once, his spectacles glinting in the firelight as he turned to look. A small group of women cadres, Lee and Rana among them, also noticed. He ignored the titters and sotto voce remarks about ‘the great warrior among us’ and sat down. Ahmed grinned at him from across the fire.

Ng made himself listen to the music. He was pleased with his response to Staples, but would have to be careful explaining ‘Tidapathy’ to Chengsai when reporting this conversation. The Comrade Commander had no sense of humour. But that was tomorrow, and tonight he could relax with a full belly and a .38 Webley revolver. And something else — ‘the living end’: he must ask Staples what that meant.
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You wanted to see me, Mr Armitage?’

‘That is correct, Hayes.’

To show how unimportant Peter was, Mr Armitage went on writing his letter. He was headmaster now, since Mr Wilson had keeled over while cheering on the home side during an inter-collegiate rugby match. Some teachers you dislike more with every passing year, thought Peter. And Frank Armitage, you are certainly one of them.

Armitage was still seeing Peter’s mother; the same afternoons away and the good meal that evening. Peter had never mentioned it, but now — in his own way — he intended telling Frank Armitage that he knew what had been going on. So he waited and looked out the windows until Mr Armitage spoke.

‘I understand you are leaving us, Hayes.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Keeping his face and voice expressionless, because Mr Armitage hated that. You’ve known that for at least two weeks.


‘Your mother wants me to have a word with you.’

Peter knew more about sex now, and had nearly asked Alice Fearn to the pictures, but hadn’t. With Barry now gone to Auckland with his family, Peter had no other close friends — nor did he want any. And girls he suspected would only get complicated—

‘Hayes! Do I have your attention?’

‘Yes, sir. But I won’t, sir.’

‘You won’t what?’

‘Change my mind, sir.’

Frank Armitage looked at him, and Peter knew he would dearly love an excuse to punish Peter for ‘studied insolence’. Go ahead, thought Peter. He had a shot to fire if Armitage reached for the cane.

‘And what do you plan on doing, Hayes?’

‘I’m going to be a delivery-boy in the Post Office, sir.’

‘Indeed? I am glad you have mapped out such a rewarding and interesting career.’ Mr Armitage just couldn’t resist sarcasm. ‘Your father would certainly be proud of you.’

One more cheap crack, you old— ‘It would be just for a while, sir. Then it’s the Army. Everyone gets called up at eighteen, sir, remember?’

‘Watch your lip, Hayes. And you might reflect on the war in Europe being over soon, then the war against Japan. Returned servicemen will have first call on the good jobs, so being a delivery-boy might become a lifetime career.’

‘Then I’ll wish I’d taken your advice, sir.’


Peter kept his face wooden, and he could tell that Armitage was longing to reach for his cane in the umbrella stand behind him. But Alice had asked him talk to Peter, not beat him. Well, he had talked; let it be on the boy’s own head.

‘Very well, Hayes. Last day tomorrow. Off you go.’

‘Might I leave today, sir?’ Peter actually hoped he would get a refusal. ‘There’s only a half-day tomorrow for sports, and I’m not competing.’

‘Hayes, you will leave at the proper time. And until then, you are fully subject to school discipline.’

‘Of course, sir.’

Peter smiled, and Frank Armitage longed to wipe that smile off. Instead, he went back to his letter-writing until the door closed. At least with Peter working nine-to-five it would make things easier between him and Alice. A few moments later, his school secretary came in. Old Mrs Hardie was back from retirement since Eadwyn Norris had joined the Air Force.

‘Yes, Mrs Hardie?’

She placed a big brown manilla envelope on his desk, his name lettered neatly in black Indian ink. ‘The Hayes boy forgot to give you this. I said take it in yourself, but he just walked off.’

Armitage opened the envelope and a piece of paper slipped out onto his desk, blank side up. He turned it over. On the other side was a sketch. Mr Armitage went pale with horror: it depicted him with a woman. Her face was tastefully in the shadows, but his was unmistakable, down to the centre-parted hair and slightly pointed ears. Mrs Hardie was speaking again.

‘Mr Armitage, is something wrong?’

He shook his head and licked his lips, clearing his throat. ‘Ah, find Hayes, please.’

Mrs Hardie could not imagine why the headmaster had gone so pale and why his voice was croaking like a frog’s. ‘He’s left school, sir. Said he had your permission.’

Frank Armitage’s hand shook as he slid both manilla envelope and sketch into a desk drawer. He took a deep breath and cleared his throat again. ‘Quite right, Mrs Hardie. I was forgetting.’

Even after the door had closed, Frank Armitage just sat. He considered himself a resolute man, but long minutes passed before he could open the drawer and, with a horrible fascination, look at the sketch again.

 

Peter sat in the small dairy near the school, licking an ice-block. It was home-made and tasted flat, but real ice-cream was unobtainable. The woman who served him had glanced pointedly at the clock: what was he doing out of school before lunch? He ignored her, wishing he had seen Frank Armitage’s reaction on seeing the contents of the envelope.

Barry would have loved it. Peter had written three letters to him, but received only one back. Barry’s dad was in a big factory making parts for aircraft and ‘earning heaps’. In a sense, Peter was not sorry; his relationship with Barry had changed after Roy Otley’s death. He had handled it when Barry had cracked up, but Peter liked someone he could look up to.

Once, they had gone back into the hills where Roy had died. The pine trees and the shattered log were still there, but Barry had not tried to dig out more wetas. He talked a bit, but soon afterwards they went back down the hill, pausing at the street corner where their paths home parted. It was then that Barry had said he was moving to Auckland. Peter had just nodded, so Barry ‘s’longed’ and he ‘s’longed’ back, like the time they had ambushed the Marist boys.

Peter didn’t need to go back up the hill: he had drawn the moment of death, and so Roy was detached and secure in his sketch-book.

‘Have you finished licking that stick?’

Peter blinked and looked up. The woman in the dairy was leaning on the counter, her lips set tight. A year ago — even six months ago — he would have been intimidated; now, he flicked the stick at her and turned to go out. Her voice followed, angrily.

‘I’ll have your name, young man. I’m reporting you to the school.’

Peter turned around, empowered and unafraid. He resented being preached at by the woman. ‘My name is Peter Hayes and my school is across the road.’

Peter shut the door on her threats. He felt arrogant and ready to take on anyone. I am my own person. I owe nothing to anyone. I’ll join the Army and find the meaning of power.

He had defied Frank Armitage and could hardly wait until it was night and he was secluded in his room. With his sketch-book and his deep, dark thoughts.


‘Ride, boldly ride,’

The shade replied—

‘If you seek for Eldorado.’



He was into the first dark valley. He would ride boldly into further darkness.
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The Americans have dropped two “atom bombs” on Japanese cities, and their Emperor has broadcast that the war must end. What do you think, Captain Staples?’

They were in Chengsai’s command hut. The Comrade Commander sat at his desk, behind him the portraits of Stalin and Lenin. Annie beside him, and Ng, translating, put an important note in his voice because this was such an important matter.

Why tell me this? wondered Staples wearily. I sent you that bloody message from Ceylon HQ half an hour ago. He sat down on one of the stools — nobody had invited him to sit — and grinned. ‘I’m sure the war will end. But there’s still a ton-load of Japs out there, and you can’t drop atom bombs on them all.’

‘We would be glad of your advice, Captain Staples,’ said Annie.

Yes, so you can ignore it. This whole exchange was rehearsed, and he knew exactly what Chengsai would do. Get all the Japanese troops he could to surrender, and store their seized weapons. Then, in their own good time, they would go to war against the British. Well done, Ceylon HQ. Remember Singapore? We have again armed a dispossessed people and taught them how to fight.

‘Captain?’ asked Annie politely.

‘I think you should disarm all the Japanese troops you can,’ he said, smoothly. ‘And stockpile the weapons.’ Ceylon had told him to say the opposite, but Ceylon was away with the fairies. ‘But proceed with care. Some Japanese will still want to die for their Emperor.’

Annie laughed, then snapped: ‘Hah! If they want to die, we will give them every assistance.’

‘We will snooker them well,’ translated Ng back, and wondered why Staples snorted before touching the brim of his battered uniform cap, then exiting.

Outside, the Command squatted in disciplined lines, awaiting orders. Staples went over to his hut. Out of a job and out of the Army. Ceylon Headquarters considered him a ‘mad monk’ who had been in the jungle too long — well, Ceylon was due for a big shock.

Staples sat down heavily on the verandah. He feared the advent of peace like the end of life. Neither Chengsai nor Ceylon needed him now. Victory and a job well done would make him redundant. Pity Sergeant Twomey wasn’t here, but he had put on his boots once too often without checking for scorpions.

Chengsai came out, barking orders, his Command snapping into movement, like the tough, trained fighters they were, pulling the camouflage from the two Japanese trucks and the staff-car taken in a last murderous ambush. Ng trotted over — no doubt with orders — and Staples grinned. He realized he would never know what Ng thought of him.

‘Captain Staples, we are moving out. Comrade Commander says to stay here — not be killed when this is over.’

And not see how many Jap weapons you get, thought Staples, but he simply nodded. ‘Please tell the Comrade Commander that his concern is touching. I fully understand.’

Ng nodded, the heavy black revolver swinging on his hip as he did. Chengsai was yelling more orders; the Command was ready to move. Ng frowned slightly. ‘Captain Staples, we have done much together.’ His voice dropped low. ‘The sergeant’s haversack. Goodbye.’

Ng swung around and made his way quickly to the trucks. Staples knew that those words were a serious breach of Party discipline — especially Chengsai’s variety. He watched as Ng jumped into the staff-car and it swung out for the coastal roads, the trucks lumbering behind, packed with green-clad figures, neat lines of cadres jogging after them.

Staples sighed. The Australian submarine would be offshore tomorrow night. The remaining camp guards would escort him, no doubt to make sure he left. Then the totally different world of Ceylon and red-tabbed staff officers, who would listen politely as he told them the Three-Star Army was a formidable fighting force with an unfinished agenda — and then invite him to lunch in the mess. No: to ‘luncheon’.

Staples levered himself off the verandah, and entered his hut. Little enough to take with him; that Japanese sword, perhaps. His photographs of the camp had vanished, because Chengsai would take no chances. His thoughts returned to Ng’s cryptic words. He opened Sergeant Twomey’s haversack, and swore incredulously as his hands closed around a bottle.

Whisky — a good Scotch malt and half-full. He had always suspected that the sergeant had his own little stash, but the surly Geordie had guarded his secret well. Not well enough, mused Staples. Ng doesn’t miss a thing. He poured some whisky into an enamel mug and flicked off a dead insect before inhaling blissfully. Enough to chase away his woes, and that was all that mattered.

There was only one fitting toast. ‘To Ng: a priceless little bugger.’

 

Should I be angry with myself? Ng wondered, as they drove off. Confess this transgression at the next meeting? He was sitting beside Oong, who spoke Japanese and considered himself very important today. Oong did not like Ng, and was clever at defining bourgeois behaviour. But Ng had done nothing wrong, so perhaps the Party did not have to know. This was a good day, and better would come. Staples was gone and best forgotten. Ng fingered his mutilated ear, a reminder of that first awful day.


The car bumped on the rutted clay track that led to the road. Chengsai was driving, Annie beside him, and she winced, muttering something about keeping on the road. Ng grinned as something else occurred to him. Annie noticed from the mirror. ‘What are you smiling at, Ng? Our coming victory?’

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘And my first time in a motor-car.’

Annie exclaimed loudly as the car lurched into a ditch and broad palm leaves flapped over the windscreen. Chengsai cursed and, with a clash of gears, steered back onto the track again. Annie looked back.

‘Your first time? The way my husband drives, it may well be your last.’
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I volunteered for this crap, I bloody volunteered.

Peter’s feet were inflamed inside the heavy army boots, his toes scraping red with every step, and one blistered heel opened to a fiery wetness. The shock of his boots hammering the hard parade-ground transmitted through his sweating, pain-racked body. His pack jogged unmercifully on his raw shoulders, the straps constricting like iron bands around his chest.

‘Ten laps in full pack’ll take the shine out of you.’

The shine had long since left Peter, but he kept going, aware that Sergeant Firth was watching him. It was obvious to Peter and to the whole company that Sergeant Firth did not like him, because Sergeant Firth had said so, in his best parade-ground bellow.

One day soon after Peter had joined the Army, Firth had ordered a kit inspection. The sergeant was sandy-haired, with freckles and hazel eyes, and was shouting that this intake was the worst bunch of nappy-soaked babies he had ever met.


‘I will make soldiers out of you shower of infants!’ he had shouted.

Peter had tried a joke. ‘Probably why our nappies are wet, sir.’

Amid the silence, Firth spoke in a soft, polite whisper. ‘Hayes, what are you?’

‘Sir?’

‘No “sir”. I am a non-comissioned officer and therefore work for a living. And you, Hayes, are a clever-dick.’

‘Sergeant.’

‘And I do not like clever-dicks, Hayes.’

‘Sergeant.’

‘So I don’t bloody like you, Hayes.’

The last words blasting saliva-laden breath against Peter as he stood rigidly to attention, now wishing that he had thought more before joining up. His father’s memory? He and his mother were distant now, and when he had left for the Army the goodbyes were almost formal. She was thinner and pale, and always complaining about her indigestion. But Peter did wish he had stayed longer in school and so been able to opt for officer training.

He ran now with his rifle at the high port, his arms like red-hot bands, each step jarring his ankles. Nine laps, one to go, and Peter drew on his last energy like an engine spluttering out of petrol. If he faltered now, Sergeant Firth would send him around again. One more lap!

The Army wasn’t proving the home he had expected, and he had no friends among the other men. But he clumped on, glimpsing Sergeant Firth chatting to another non-com. Ten laps done, but he dared not stop. ‘Did I say punishment completed, Private Hayes? See what I mean, Hayes? You’re a clever-dick: five more laps — now!’

So he ran on with the sweat streaming down his face, the pain in his ankles jarring to his knees, the iron band tightening. Eleven laps … twelve … his breath whistling between his lips; hating that he had done all this for a father whose grave was unknown.

‘Private Hayes, fall out from punishment!’

Peter stopped, tottering and sweat-soaked, aware he could hardly have gone a step further without falling. The pain from his ankles lanced up his legs, and the parade-ground did a giddy spin as he turned.

It was not Sergeant Firth’s voice, but that of Lieutenant Leydon, young and fair-haired, from an Army family.

‘Sergeant Firth. How many punishment laps was Private Hayes given?’

‘Ten, sir!’

‘And how many has he done?’

Sergeant Firth opened and shut his mouth; he had been thinking about the Trentham Races. These post-war career officers were the worst. ‘Dunno, sir.’

It seemed clear to Leydon that Jamie Firth simply could not adjust to peacetime. ‘So what did you intend doing, Sergeant? Wait until he collapsed?’


‘No, sir.’ Bloody green-as-grass lieutenant, been after me since you got here, Firth reflected bitterly. Bad enough having problems with Margie, now he might be facing a charge.

Then another voice spoke.

‘My fault, sir.’ Peter sucked in a hasty lungful as Leydon looked at him. ‘I was to tell the sergeant when I’d done ten laps, sir.’

‘And why didn’t you?’

‘Lost count, sir.’

Leydon looked from Firth to Peter. These two had something to sort out between themselves. So he nodded, turned on his heel, and left. Firth waited until the lieutenant was out of earshot, then scowled at Peter. ‘Brownie points, Hayes?’

‘No, Sarge. I’m a clever-dick, and you’re a prick.’

‘Get your dinner.’

Firth watched Peter until he was out of sight. At least Hayes knew it was Us against Them. Maybe he would ease up. Meanwhile there was tonight. Margie had said not to come around, but no bloody sheila was telling him what to do.

 

At midnight, Peter was still awake. There was always noise on Saturday nights, and now he could hear a drunken yell. The night was hot and he lay in only his shorts, wondering where the hell his life was going; pleased, though, at letting Firth off the hook. It was the same power as taking punishment alongside Barry Maharg — or taking charge after Roy’s death.


He thought about war, too. The invasion of mainland Japan was close, and there was a rumour his intake would go. He had said as much to his mother on the last home leave. They spoke little, and even going to the pictures was a stiff formality. She was pale and thin, and still complaining about her ‘acid tummy’. The medicine made her breath smell, so she ate peppermints to cover it, which smelt worse.

They were strangers now, as though the bond of family had never existed. Once, she’d given him a queer, tight look, and muttered, ‘We should talk.’ About Frank Armitage? But instead they had talked about rationing and the weather — little about his father, whose silver-framed photograph was still up in his bedroom. His childhood sketch-book was there, too, because he didn’t dare bring it into the Army. The others already thought he was ‘a funny bugger’.

Another drunken shout came.

He hadn’t been accepted here; there was only a regimented isolation. He must stick it out, though, and, when discharged, seek Eldorado anew. Ride, boldly ride—

A loud yell from the parade-ground outside. The sentries shouting; someone yelling ‘Hit the dirt!’ Clack-clack-clack. Automatic fire and bullets shattering the windows.

Peter slammed to the floor with a thud, cheek pressed to the cold linoleum, glass raining around him as bullets shattered the windows. Sounds like a bren, he thought.

Everyone off their beds now. From outside, the faint click-click as another magazine was slapped on. Then another loud stutter, and marching bullets shattering more glass. Firing high, the bullets hitting the ceiling and showering plaster down on their heads. It stopped again, and this time did not re-start.

Some drunken idiot letting off steam. Peter rolled over and looked up at the line of bullets in the ceiling. They would have to be puttied and painted over: he knew exactly who Sergeant Firth would get for the job.

 

A day later, Lieutenant Leydon came into the barracks for inspection. ‘Plans to embark are on hold now. The Japanese have sued for peace. You might not see action, after all.’

A loud buzz of speculation arose as the officer left, then hushed as a new private entered. He surveyed them at the door, before marching on down to the first empty bed. Just my luck that it’s next to mine, thought Peter. Ex-sergeant Firth threw down his kitbag. He threw his cap on top of it and scratched his sandy hair, looking around.

‘Alright you bastards, I’m a private, too. Any bastard wants to start something, I’ll see him around the back.’

Nobody took up the offer: Firth was built like the proverbial brick toilet-block. Then, guardedly, the speculation about Japan went on. Murdie was saying that the Japs were fanatics and would fight on until they were bombed and blasted to hell — like Okinawa, even throwing themselves off cliffs rather than surrender.

Firth was unpacking and ignored the chatter. Catching a sailor in bed with his girlfriend was one thing; beating the sailor up and getting drunk was another. Breaking into the armoury and shooting up the barracks with a bren — that was something else again. But as Corporal Firth in 1943, he had pulled one Captain Muir from a blazing jeep when the Kiwis had stormed through the German defences at Minqar Qaim. That had earned him his Military Medal; now, that same Colonel Muir had decided on the loss of Firth’s sergeant-stripes and the stoppage of pay until damages were paid for. Firth conceded he’d been lucky — he’d nearly copped six months in the glass-house — but losing his stripes still rankled, and he yearned for a bloody good punch-up.

‘What are you bloody smiling at, Hayes?’

‘You, ex-sergeant.’

‘You’re a clever-dick, Hayes.’

‘You’re still a prick.’

The barracks hushed, expecting blood and mayhem. Firth pushed his kitbag aside and sat on his bed. He bunched his hands into fists and glared, but Hayes just stared back.

Jamie Firth knew he could hammer Hayes into a pulp; he knew about courage and pain. So he would test Peter, because army comrades had to be tested: you want the right guy there when the fighting starts. He chucked a boot at Peter and it sailed past his head.

‘You’re a better shot with a bren — but not much.’

Okay, thought Jamie, you’ve passed the first test. In spite of himself, he grinned, and Peter smiled back.
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Never thanked you for that whisky, Ng. Best snootful I ever had.’

Ng decided not to ask what ‘snootful’ meant. Staples had suddenly appeared at the guest-house where Chengsai’s front-rank cadres were staying, grinning like an old friend, asking to ‘borrow’ Ng. Surprisingly, Chengsai had made no objection, but had warned Ng to be back in time for the medal presentations.

Staples had driven his jeep through the crowded streets of Singapore City to one of the beaches. Once it had been a good bathing area, and the faded Europeans Only sign still lay trodden in the sand among a litter of rusting parts and a crudely lettered skull-and-crossbones sign, warning of uncleared mines.

‘There’s where the Japs shot the Dalforce Chinese.’

Ng resolutely blinked back his tears. So his two brothers had died here. No proper funeral rites, he thought. Now they are hungry ghosts. No, that was superstition, against Party thinking. So why had Staples brought him here?

‘How d’you like the guest-house, Ng?’

Ng nodded. Unbelievable to sleep in a real bed, between clean white sheets and eat three good meals a day; be issued with a spotless new uniform and a new peaked cap with the three red stars of the liberation army. Today at noon they would march to Government House, and there Lord Mountbatten himself would award medals to the People’s Army heroes.

Ng was more proud of his medal than he cared to admit. Chengsai, Annie, Ahmed, and Lee had also been selected. Oong had not received one and was speechless with envy. It was rumoured that their top commander, Chin Peng, would be there, too.

Ng looked at the beach, wondering if his brothers would be proud of him.

Watching, Staples gave a little smile.

‘You’re still the proverbial bloody oyster, old son.’

‘I don’t understand, Major Staples.’

‘Yes, you do.’ Staples sucked in his breath and hissed it out. ‘What’ll you do now?’

‘Tell him nothing,’ Chengsai had said.

Ng shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Of course the army will be disbanded.’

‘Of course,’ echoed Staples with a bland smile. ‘If you’re looking for work, I can give you an address or two.’

‘Thank you, but I have plans for a job.’


‘It won’t be easy, Ng — for any of us.’

Then they had driven back to the guest-house in silence. Staples had parked outside the neat row of white-painted bungalows and put out a hand. After a moment’s hesitation, Ng took it.

‘Goodbye, Ng.’

‘You are not at the presentation?’

‘I’ve had mine, old son. Next stop Delhi, then parts unknown.’ He glanced at Ng’s open-necked shirt. ‘Don’t forget, it’s full-fig for the parade.’

‘Full-fig? What does that mean?’

Staples laughed. Annoyed, Ng watched Staples as he drove his jeep off into Singapore City.

Never mind the awards, thought Ng. Let’s look at the struggle ahead. The British might shower praises and medals on them, but it was like throwing scraps to a dog. Still, he would take the medal and the plan for peacetime, as Chengsai had instructed. And he would wait, because the time of the British in Malaya was nearly over.








PART TWO

1948
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Ng leapt off the bike while it was still moving. Stinking mud spurted underfoot as he ran across the paddy-field, crushing green seedlings underfoot. Memories of that first time with the Japanese patrol came back. Now, over his splashing footsteps came the whine of bullets, flicking up their tiny brown fountains. He zig-zagged wildly, splashing more muck into his face.

It was a mistake to have taken the gun. He had not even known that Sew possessed the little Japanese automatic, and he should not have let the old man press it on him. But — finally — instructions had come to go to the rendezvous point, and he was impatient to be gone. He was also among those sought by the police, and was lucky not to be in a cell.

Lucky, too, it turned out, that Yin, the head shipping clerk, did not like him after Ng had corrected his English once. But Yin’s malice had backfired. For when Ng had gone into work, Yin had screeched, ‘The police are coming to get you, you rebel!’ and the girls at their typewriters had turned scared faces to watch.

Ng did not pause to hit Yin, or even thank him for being a fool for giving him warning. He turned on his heel and bolted out, just as the police truck rounded the corner. Down an alley, then another, the sound of whistles dying away behind him. Even so, he made a torturous detour through side-alleys, to reach Old Sew’s astrologer’s shop.

‘Some fool has shot a planter and started the war,’ the old man said calmly. ‘You are safe here until instructions come.’

The police were rounding up comrades everywhere, he said, and there were rumours that not even Chin Peng had escaped. There were road-blocks everywhere, too, even on the side-road Ng had chosen. The automatic was making a hard lump in his pocket; if he was caught with it, even his British medal would not save him. Ng eased the gun out and dropped it into the paddy. A sudden shout told him that he had been seen, so it was off the bike and running, with the splash of booted footsteps as soldiers followed him.

Behind came the tac-tac of a sten. But it was the rifles with their longer range that he feared, and across the paddy-field he took a header into reed-grass on the far bank. There was a small village on the bank, and he glimpsed startled faces among the thatch-roofed huts as he kicked aside a little fence of sago fronds. A louder crack and he zig-zagged again, kicking through fluttering hens and their outraged squawks, doing another header into bushes on the far side.

He got up, rotting vegetation smearing his face. He leapt over vines and dodged a patch of wait-a-bit thorns. Another loud rifle-shot, a louder shout, and he risked a glance backward. The first soldier, some fifteen yards behind, suddenly jerked, the rifle flying from his hands. Ng grinned and ran on. Those wait-a-bit thorns were well-named. Now he vaulted a collapsing wire fence into the rubber plantation itself. A tapper gaped at Ng as he ran among the trees. The other soldiers had caught up: another crack and a tree ahead grew a neat puncture, already oozing white sap as he ran past.

He ducked low and ran down another line of trees. He knew this plantation from his old patrol days in the jungle. There was another fence at right-angles, waist-high; Ng leapt over it and plunged into the welcome cover of deep bush. There, he paused and waited.

There was more shouting, but it sounded cautious. The British soldiers had been ordered to be careful of the precious rubber trees — and they would be afraid of ambush, so would pull back to re-group. Ng pressed on until he reached a small gully with a stream flowing through it. Parrots chattered overhead as he tried to work out where he was.

He washed some of the muck from his clothes. His jacket, new just last week, was in tatters, and his slacks were torn in several places. His thoughts turned to the plantation owner who had been killed, triggering this latest crack-down. He himself had seen Tuan Lucas and his wife outside a fancy Kuala Lumpur hotel, the sight stirring a deep hatred. But he had forced aside his emotions. The time will come, Sew had said, approvingly.

Now the time had come, but not of the Party’s choosing, and many — too many — were snared in the police net. Ng’s breathing had calmed down, and there were no sounds of pursuit. He glanced up at a pattern of blue sky through the green lattice-work of trees, breathing in the familiar humid jungle atmosphere.

 

The rendezvous point was the overgrown ruins of another small village. A Japanese patrol had been burning the village when they were ambushed. Ng remembered how Lee had been on that ambush, with Rana and Ahmed. Good memories, and soon he would see his comrades again. Ahead now was the village, their gathering point.

The clearing was the same as he remembered. Ng paused, getting back his breath, looking around. A fallen tree, pock-marked with bullet-holes and now overgrown with a red-flowering creeper; near it, the white bones of the dead oxen the Japanese had been slaughtering. From one of the derelict huts still standing came a familiar gruff voice, calling him sternly. Then Chengsai appeared in the hut doorway, a bowl and chopsticks in one hand.

He sat down on the porch and beckoned Ng forward. ‘Are you hungry? Join me.’


Chengsai passed him a pair of chopsticks. The rice had big red prawns in it that looked very appetizing. Ng hesitated, still expecting a rebuke for being late. Chengsai raised an eyebrow, so Ng took a prawn, and paused — there was a question he must ask. ‘Chin Peng, our leader? Is he safe?’

Chengsai nodded. ‘Oh, yes. The British can’t move quickly enough to catch him.’

Ng chewed on his prawn and almost choked. Chengsai slapped his back. ‘What’s the matter? Aren’t you hungry?’

‘I meant to come sooner,’ Ng muttered, ‘but a patrol saw me. I’m sorry to be last.’

He had never seen Chengsai grin, but the other did so now. He told Ng to keep eating, and he went back into the hut, returning to hand over Ng’s holstered revolver, the cartridge-belt wound around it. He grinned again.

‘You are not last. You are the first.’
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You’ll find her changed,’ the nurse said.

That was true. The bed was screened with green plastic curtains, and behind them lay a wasted creature, a pale pencil-sketch of the mother he had known. Her eyes were shut, and her breathing shallow and noiseless. One thin hand lay on the blanket, and her head rested on a chunky white pillow. Her once-glossy hair was grey with white streaks now.

Peter had seen her at Christmas, but they didn’t really keep in touch. Even so, the telegram had come as a shock. Jamie Firth had offered to come, but Peter wanted nobody with him. Jamie was putting his name down for the Malayan force, telling Peter he should, too.

The nurse bent over and whispered, ‘Here’s your son, Mrs Hayes’, but there was no response. Peter sat down in a chair, wondering if he should have brought flowers. Even taking off his cap seemed clumsy. He felt no conscious grief, though, just a strange numbness. He was aware that his mother was dying, but still could feel no sense of loss.

At least he had given blood. The nurse had brought the blood canister with her; the one in place nearly empty. Peter could not see how all that blood could fit into that thin body.

The nurse returned with a cup of tea. ‘I’ll just change the bottles,’ she said softly. ‘Has she woken?’

Peter shook his head and sipped the tea. No sugar, but that didn’t matter. The nurse paused, a small noise in her throat. Peter looked up. She was checking the bottle’s label against the chart clipped to the end bed-stand. ‘Back in a tick,’ she whispered.

Peter detected something odd in her manner, so when she had left the room he put his cup down on the bedside unit and went to the chart at the end of the bed. The chart entry read: Blood group: Type O. Peter looked at it again. Type O? He was AB-negative.

Peter stood there, clipboard in hand. What had the training lecture said? Always memorize your blood group — you could die from an incompatible blood transfusion. Incompatible. What an unpleasant and disquieting word. He sat down again, and, as he did so, his mother’s eyes opened. They were the same emerald green, but a troubled look came to them like a flaw in a gem. She coughed and her lips moved; the hand on the pale-blue counterpane stirring.

‘Mum. It’s alright.’

When had he last called her ‘Mum’? And it was not alright, he could see that. She strained to speak, and he bent over, taking the fragile fingers in his own hand. Her eyes shone with a desperate intensity, and her lips managed one faint word: ‘Sorry.’

There was a very slight tear-stain in the corner of one eye. She lay there, her lips half-open and her eyes half-closed, looking down at her own feet, outlined under the blue bedspread. He waited for her to go on; waited, then became aware that she had not even blinked. There was only that small tear-stain; whatever her words, they would remain unspoken. She was dead.

Peter had seen death when the exploding grenade had killed Roy. But this was a pale, weak fading; nothing even to sketch. He extended his fingers and gently pressed her eyelids down. The tickle of her eyelashes remained, and he rubbed his hands on the bedcover as the doctor entered with a brisk rustle of the curtains.

 

‘Few beers, mate. That’s what you need.’

Your panacea for everything, Jamie, thought Peter. There had been almost nobody at the funeral. Two neighbours, his barracks sent a wreath; Mr Armitage did not appear. Peter had asked the vicar to scatter the ashes.

‘Jamie, I’m thinking about Malaya.’

‘Good on you, mate. The Army loves guys like you. No parents, no dependants — no trouble if you get shot to pieces.’

Malaya, Peter hoped, would be a new land for his artist soul, a new Eldorado. Whatever lay in Malaya, he would at least be out of New Zealand and free of these stifling memories.

Jamie was nudging him, and so he got up. Peter did not like beer, but Jamie was a mate. And Malaya was a different land to explore. Malaya, where his father had died.

Ride, boldly …
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The army road-block was only half a mile away. They squatted now behind a wild frangipani bush with bright scarlet blossoms, but the red symbolism was lost on them both. They were concentrating fiercely, because this was the first mission in their charge. Chengsai had emphasized this — and that it would fail unless they executed it well.

‘Coming now,’ murmured Ahmed.

The plan was simple. Stop the bus, get the passengers off, and set fire to it. Loose off some shots and draw the road-block troops into the bush after them. There, awaiting them were Rana and Lee’s ingenious booby-traps, and finally a well-sited ambush.

At the road-block was a half-company of British conscripts, skinny and red with sunburn. The road had been left free of incidents, not even shooting at planters’ cars, so it would appear safe to travel. Now, here came the bus.

The bus had a canvas roof, and as it drew closer Ahmed and Ng stepped out of cover, their stens at the ready. Ahmed raised his hand and the wheezing old engine stopped. The driver’s eyes widened with horror as he saw their olive-green uniforms and the red stars on their caps, and he cringed in terror of the expected shooting.

Ahmed pulled him out roughly, and they jumped onto the bus — then stopped uncertainly. They had been expecting passengers, but not twenty or so elderly ladies; dressed alike in white cotton frocks, red-striped blazers, and wide-brimmed panama hats. There were some squeals of dismay, but most surveyed Ahmed and Ng grimly.

‘Old women!’ gasped Ng.

‘How dare you call us that, you impertinent ruffian!’ The speaker had blue-rinse hair under her hat, a round, red face, and was squeezed into her tightly-buttoned white dress. ‘By what possible right do you dare stop us?’

‘Shut up!’ shouted Ng. ‘We are the People’s Army and this bus is confiscated!’ He had practised ‘confiscated’ and it sounded well.

‘Stuff and nonsense!’ retorted the plump woman. ‘Pray tell me how the Ladies Senior Penang Croquet Club is a military target? Afraid of our croquet mallets, perhaps?’

‘No, we—’ shouted Ng, and broke off, aware that he was defending himself.

‘Get off the bus!’ shouted Ahmed, ‘or we’ll—’

‘You’ll do what?’ snapped a sharp-faced, bespectacled woman.


Ahmed hesitated, and Ng knew they were lost. Now another voice came from the back of the bus. ‘You — the bearded one — you’re Ahmed Mohammed, the tailor’s son. Your poor parents are beside themselves.’ A short woman bristled down the aisle, pulling something from her bag. ‘Look at this, you young hooligan.’

She shoved a copy of the Straits Times at Ahmed. The front page showed a number of faces, one of which was Ahmed’s, the beard not fully grown. Under it was a reward: $50,000 Malay. ‘That’s a fine thing for your mother to see, isn’t it?’ she snapped.

‘Get off this bus!’ shouted Ahmed.

‘Certainly not: we’d die of heat-stroke,’ retorted the plump woman. ‘Or is that what your Red Masters want?’

Ahmed and Ng exchanged glances. What could they do?

‘I suppose Joe Stalin told you to bully old ladies?’ said the bespectacled woman. ‘Or that Chinese one, Mao what-his-name. What next — shooting family pets?’

Ng thought quickly: Next minute they’ll be attacking us with those croquet clubs. We’re not allowed to fight civilians, so can’t shoot them. ‘Come on, Ahmed,’ he murmured.

The plump woman heard him. ‘And don’t bully the wretched driver, either.’

‘You are stupid old women and we can’t be bothered with you!’ shouted Ng as he got off the bus.

‘And you’re a nasty little Red with no manners at all,’ retorted the bespectacled woman.


Ng booted the driver back on board. They paused a moment as grim faces surveyed them from the bus windows. ‘We can’t hurt them, and we can’t set fire to the bus,’ muttered Ng.

Ahmed nodded, cocking his sten upwards and firing a full clip into the air. A loud scream came from inside the bus. The plump woman put her head out the window. ‘Now look how you’ve frightened poor Mrs Cockerill,’ she said. ‘There are British troops down the road and they’ll have heard that. I suggest you leave at once.’

‘Yes, Ahmed, and I shall certainly inform your parents about this disgraceful business,’ called the short woman from behind.

Ng scowled. They had got their diversion, even though not in the way they had planned — so they set off down a jungle path. Behind them, the bespectacled woman shouted ‘Good riddance to bad rubbish!’ and the whole coach began to sing ‘Rule Britannia’.

 

Out of sight, Ng and Ahmed trotted hard, taking care to leave small traces of footprints in the mud and some broken or crushed plants. Too much of a trail and even the British troops would be suspicious. They stopped further down, and Ahmed clipped a new magazine to his sten.

He scowled back at the distant sound of singing. ‘I suppose that old bus wasn’t worth burning.’ He showed Ng the paper, adding with a touch of pride. ‘Look, I’m worth as much as Chengsai.’

Ng was annoyed to see that his own photograph wasn’t among them. ‘Well, don’t get yourself killed,’ he returned stiffly. ‘You’re only worth half as much then.’

 

About two miles on, Lee stepped out of cover. ‘I heard the shooting,’ she said. ‘Good work. The traps are laid, so tread where I do.’

She led them down the path, keeping up a rapid patter of instruction. This section (Lee explained) had been chosen because of its deep puddles. She caught Ng’s arm as he attempted to go around one. ‘No! Remember your training, Comrade! Go through the middle. British troops always avoid puddles, so we plant the landmines at the side. And,’ she gestured ahead, ‘be very careful of this.’

‘This’ was a tripwire of fine nylon cord. The first soldier to break it would release a spiked and weighted sack to swing down and take the head off the next soldier. There were little home-made mines and spike-pits whose flexible bamboo points would hold an impaled boot like barbs.

‘Even a wounded man slows them all down,’ Lee grinned. ‘So does the fear of more traps. And while they follow this, our second unit strikes the police post in the next village.’

Now they were clear of the traps, but Lee took pride in pointing out fake traps that the British would still have to check, thus slowing them down even further. Then she asked them about the road-block. ‘I didn’t see any smoke,’ she said. ‘You set fire to the vehicle?’

They paused to drink from their canteens, then Ahmed explained about the old ladies on the bus. Lee laughed. ‘Old ladies? What fearsome enemies! Why didn’t you just insist they get off?’ She scowled at Ahmed’s reply, telling him sharply that such language was not proper between comrades; she would certainly bring it up at the Criticism Meeting that night.

 

At base that night, Chengsai was in a rare good mood. The British patrol had lost men to the traps and more in the ambush. Six dead, and twice that wounded. And the police-station raid had killed four police and two collaborators, netting guns, grenades and ammunition. He was not impressed by the Straits Times reward offer, or by Ahmed saying that they were now worth the same. ‘Comrade, you’ve been warned about silly boasting. Anyway, my reward is doubled, and Chin Peng is worth a quarter of a million dollars.’

But he gave an understanding nod when Ng and Ahmed explained about the old women refusing to leave the bus. ‘Yes. Annie once worked for some and they even ordered her around. They are used to bossing old British men.’

Annie nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You’re lucky they didn’t try and collect the reward.’
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The Lucas plantation was just as Ng remembered it. The big red-painted letterbox faded to a dull flaking pink by the sun; Lucas lettered in thick black letters. Ahmed nudged him. ‘Ready for this?’

Ng nodded. He was not on any wanted poster yet. The gate-guard unlatched the gate and they walked up the long drive. Both were dressed in patched shirts and ragged cotton shorts, guns tucked out of sight in the back waistband.

As they walked, Ng glanced at the neat rows of straight-boled, glossy-leaved trees. They were the wealth of the country, and one rubber tree took twenty-five years to grow. Now the plantation road was wider, with a second inner fence wreathed in barbed wire. Two more guards stood there, in brown shirts and shorts with the volunteer force armband, LDV. Beside them was a neatly sandbagged post with a bren resting across it.

They were waved through.


Uniforms and a gun do not make soldiers, thought Ng. More splashes of colour now: bougainvillea and palm trees. Beside him, Ahmed muttered: ‘This man is a fool — all these shrubs cut his line of fire.’

A big Packard was parked by the main house, with armour-plating on both sides, stripped from rusting Japanese tanks. Lucas walked out onto the long front verandah. He was dressed in jodhpurs and a military-style shirt; a big black-handled revolver holstered at his waist. The same one he had shot the parrot with?

Ng kept his face expressionless and gave a small bow. ‘Tuan Lucas? I am Chang. I worked for you before the war.’

Lucas looked the same as ever, but his long, dark hair was thinning now. He took off his dark glasses and slipped them into a shirt pocket.

Still pretending to be the tough guy, thought Ng.

Lucas pointed a finger. ‘Chang? Where the hell have you been hiding?’ Annie was right: Lucas wouldn’t pick up on the false name; all Asians look alike, after all. It had been a small gamble, but it meant that when it was over the British would be looking for an unknown ‘Chang’.

Ng made himself look flattered and pleased as Lucas spoke. The cold, hard outlines of his revolver dug into his back, and for a terrified moment Ng thought it would slip down into his trousers.

Lucas put his hands on hips and looked at Ahmed.

‘This guy? He’s not a Red?’


Ng made himself laugh. ‘No more than I am, Tuan Lucas.’ He explained how he and Ahmed had met as slave labour on a Japanese plantation. Then a tapper had told him that Tuan Lucas was back. They could both read and write and do clerical work. Lucas nodded, and Ng knew what he was thinking: good clerks were hard to come by without a lot of screening.

Lucas glanced at a guard. ‘Malik, take Ahmed to the office for a once-over, eh? Chang, inside, wee chat?’

‘Thank you, Tuan, that is an honour.’

Ng followed Lucas through the front door — the first time he had ever used it. Lucas gave a genial shout. ‘Hetty, look what the cat dragged in! One of our boys from before the war.’

Mrs Lucas had appeared from the back, and she was as Ng remembered, too, but looking tired and slightly fatter in a flower-print dress. ‘Oh, yes. Dear, the car’s ready.’

She does not remember me, either. And of course I am not to be offered refreshment.

Lucas led the way into his study and closed the sliding glass doors behind him. The safe was still in the corner, along with the last rubber payment, which would soon be in better hands. Chengsai had warned him: ‘No matter what Lucas has done, do not kill him unless necessary. And leave a receipt for the money — we are not bandits.’

There was a new tiger’s head on the wall, and Lucas grinned as he saw Ng looking at it.

‘Got that in India, rest of it’s down there’, gesturing to a big tiger-skin rug. He perched on the side of his desk and pulled out his pipe. ‘I was on Lord Mountbatten’s staff, you know.’

Ng kept his expression polite. ‘Did Lord Mountbatten need to know about rubber trees?’

Lucas just grinned. ‘Oh, planning for the invasion, advice on local conditions, that sort of stuff.’ In fact he had been overseeing native labour, but he was damned if he was going to tell the boy that. Lucas lit his pipe and blew out smoke. ‘So, what happened to your folks?’

‘They are all dead, Tuan.’

Lucas nodded. ‘I’m very sorry. We kept the launch waiting for as long as we could, but Jap aircraft were taking an interest.’

Liar: you did not wait, and there were no aircraft!

‘I understand, Tuan Lucas. They were all dead when I got home.’ Ng was struggling to spit out the respectful ‘Tuan’.

‘Bad business,’ grunted Lucas. ‘Still, things back to normal, eh?’

‘Not for me, Tuan. Until I have a job.’

Lucas chuckled and threw his pipe into a big brass bowl on his desk. ‘No sooner said than done. You can help my babu clerk keep the books. Twenty-five dollars a week and keep?’

‘That is very generous, sir.’

‘He’s out back, I’ll give you a note.’

As Lucas began scribbling, Ng’s hand slipped behind his back. His shirt caught in the gun-hammer, then he tore it loose. A single heart-pounding moment, and forcing himself to speak quietly.


‘Lucas. Give me the keys to the safe.’

Lucas stiffened and turned. ‘You little bugger,’ he breathed, his own hand dropping to the holstered gun. It stopped, though, as Ng clicked back the hammer of his revolver.

‘People’s Liberation Army! The keys — now!’

It was satisfying to see Lucas’s fear, as he hesitated for a moment, transfixed. His voice now hoarse, with a placatory note in it. ‘Alright, but no rough stuff, eh? Promise?’

‘Open the safe!’

A shout came from outside, then a gunshot. And another. Ng glanced over to see Lucas blundering for the glass doors, grabbing at his gun. Ng fired as Mrs Lucas appeared on the other side of the doors. The bullet punched through Lucas’s arm, shattering on through the glass to hit Mrs Lucas. Lucas yelled and collapsed on one side. Beyond him, Mrs Lucas lay in the hall, dead.

Another shot. What had gone wrong? Too late for the safe now! Ahmed might need him. Ng skipped over the moaning Lucas and ran to the front door. A sten-gun, Lucas’s, was sitting awkwardly in the umbrella stand. The guard outside swung his rifle around, and Ng held the revolver in both hands to shoot once. The man collapsed. Ng pushed the revolver in his belt and grabbed the sten.

‘Ahmed!’ he shouted. Workers were milling around, their loose shirts flapping, like frightened hens. Ahmed ran through them, snarling like a dog. In one hand was the wage-packet, in the other his pistol. ‘The car!’ shouted Ng.


They ran for the big black Packard. Ahmed flung open the door and scrambled into the driver’s seat. He turned the ignition as Ng followed, the armour-plate clanking as he slammed the door. Bullets whanged off it as Ahmed drove the car forwards. The guards on the inner gate had worked their bren around and were firing.

Ng ignored the bullets. He positioned himself and fired a long burst. Both guards fell. No time to stop for their gun — the inner gate crashed open and Ahmed steered down the driveway. Half a clip left in the sten, Ng calculated.

‘The guard went for his gun!’ Ahmed shouted. ‘I had to shoot him. Did you get the rubber money?’

‘No.’

At the outer gate now, four guards with rifles and a sten. Ahmed slammed his foot on the pedal, and Ng fired a long burst. The guard with the sten fell back, another yelled as the car sideswiped him, then they crashed through. A strand of barbed wire snapped on the windscreen as they careered down the dirt road and around a bend.

Ahmed slowed, keeping a wary eye on the rear-vision mirror. Ng told him what had happened with Lucas and his wife. ‘Comrade Commander will not be pleased,’ Ahmed said. ‘Still, we got the wage-packet, fifteen thousand dollars.’

He steered around another curve that sent the nearside wheels slithering up the bank, then braked hard. Ng cursed as his head banged painfully on the windscreen. They got out, listening for sounds of pursuit. There were none, and soon the jungle shelter closed around them. Overhead, a monkey screamed; to Ng, it sounded exactly like Mrs Lucas.

 

‘Your work is like half-cooked rice, good for nothing. Ng, killing that woman will make good British propaganda. Your hatred of Lucas got in the way of cool thought.’

It was next morning in the compound. They had spent all night getting there, but Chengsai wanted their report at once. The other senior cadres were present, Oong nodding smugly. Chengsai pointed a stubby brown forefinger at Ahmed. ‘You got some cash, but you should have taken the guard’s gun — before he could use it. You both left guns behind. I would rather have two hand-guns than one rifle. You burned the car?’

‘No,’ muttered Ahmed. ‘In case the smoke brought people.’

Chengsai shook his head grimly. ‘Ahmed, a good comrade does not lie. There will be much criticism at tonight’s meeting and no kind words.’

Ng and Ahmed left, avoiding the set faces of the other cadres.

Chengsai is right: I let hate get in the way. Ng resolved bitterly that that must never happen again.

 

That night Ng lay on his sleeping-mat, sleepless. Mosquitoes filled the hut with their whine and settled on him to draw blood. His thoughts were on blood; on Mrs Lucas. He had not meant to kill her; at the meeting the Command had decided that it was an accident, and therefore not wrong. But she was dead, and he had killed her. Her high-pitched scream still echoed through his head. These things happen in wartime. But the scream did not go away.

The security forces have done far worse, he told himself angrily. So he squeezed his eyes tight shut and lay unmoving, letting the mosquitoes bite, hoping the discomfort would take his mind off the noises in his head: loud gunshot, shattering glass — and that scream.

 

‘We’ll get them, Dennis, I promise. They’ll swing for sure. Poor Hetty.’

Lucas was propped against his pillow, the painkillers making his elbow just bearable. Be healed up in a month or so, the doc had said. ‘That boy Chang: Hetty doted on him as a kid. Hell, he shot from behind — without warning.’

‘Fanatics, Dennis. Rabid dogs.’

Inspector Surridge broke off and blew his nose. He was round-faced and balding, with a scrubby little moustache. He sat by the bed, his black-banded uniform cap clutched in big, clumsy hands. Hetty Lucas, whom he’d danced with at the Planter’s Ball, only last month. And Dennis here, fine chap, gritting his teeth against the pain.

‘I’m going back,’ said Lucas. ‘Britain needs rubber, and I’m not letting any bunch of bandits run me off. I feel bad about all that security, though — other chaps must need it more than me.’

‘My dear fellow, you’re getting it: end of story. New perimeter, guards, searchlights, the whole kit and caboodle. Whole company of Gurkhas there as we speak.’

Lucas clenched his teeth against another little gasp. The pain was bloody awful, but all the attention was great. ‘I hope those damned Reds do come again,’ he muttered.

‘That’s the spirit,’ beamed Surridge. Chaps like Lucas made him proud to be British.

As he left, Lucas looked up at the brass-bladed fan revolving overhead. Too bad about Hetty, but now he was a widower, a hero, with half a dozen good-looking women to choose from — and his plantation a fortress at the Crown’s expense. That was worth a smashed elbow.

All things considered, the little terrorist had done him a favour.









20



Peter already loved this land. It was so different: a drowning extravagant beauty, shot with insects and the rainbow gleam of moist air; vivid and bold; thrusting bright emerald leaves, and sparkling diamond droplets of water. Red water, too, splattering up from the red clay road. A squabbling blend of bird-song among the yellow and orange hibiscus; once, the rusting bulk of a Japanese tank, the barrel entwined with blue and white blossoms. Then a sudden iridescent scatter of dragonflies.

This savage, bright land pressed upon his artist soul and made him surge with excitement. The more so that he had a rifle, that he was ready to kill, and that out there, amongst all the beauty, were others who would kill him. That thought seemed strange and detached, because the beauty still overwhelmed. The truck jarred, and beside him Jamie cursed.

‘This is incredible country,’ said Peter. ‘That booklet says it’s nearly eighty per cent rain-forest — five hundred bird species.’


‘What’d it say about the beer?’ muttered Jamie.

‘The world’s biggest wild ox — the seladang. Tigers, pigs, the world’s smallest squirrel …’

‘All that in the book, eh?’

The forest giants were dappling leaf-shadow on his upturned face. ‘Yeah, and the trees. Some grow taller than—’

‘Shut up, Peter.’

Then they had passed a little Morris car overturned into the paddy-fields and surrounded by troops. Two bodies were laid out on the road, both European. Then a road-block, a queue of peasants under the guns of an armoured car. A sullen youth stood with his hands up, an overturned basket of papaya fruit beside him. A papaya had been chopped open to reveal the glinting brass ends of rifle ammunition.

‘He’s had it,’ whispered Jamie, staring fascinated. ‘They’ll hang him for that.’

So this bright land holds death, thought Peter; but that was exciting, too. Somewhere where the staid conventions of New Zealand did not apply, did not matter.

 

Their barracks were clean, and each bed hung with mosquito netting. Leydon had talked to them after a dinner of curry — Peter’s first. Acclimatization training first, he said, then patrolling with veteran units and some real action. Now to unpack and get bedded down.

‘He wants to get into action,’ Jamie muttered as he stowed clothes into his locker. ‘Chance of a medal, mate. Ticket to promotion.’

‘So do you, Jamie. That’s why we joined up.’

Jamie reprimanded him with a pained look. ‘No, son: I joined for the quiet life and the pension. A good soldier avoids fighting at all times.’

He grinned, though, and Peter shook his head. He could not always tell when Jamie was joking.

 

That night Peter was already learning to lie still in bed, the mosquito netting closely draped; to sweat rather than move. After an hour, though, Peter hitched up the pillow and sat upright. Moonlight flooded through the big windows onto whitewashed walls. Peter poked under the mattress for his sketch-book, and opened to a blank white page. As pale and cool as the moonlight, and inviting the bold strokes of his charcoal pencil.

Peter waited for the images to tingle through his fingers. The sullen face of the youth doomed to die. The two men by their overturned car … No, something with more focus, but uncaring, to highlight tragedy. He thought hard; sweat dripping, in spite of the overhead fan revolving. Outside the netting came the frustrated whine of mosquitoes.

Peter set the sketch-book against his pillow and drew a big circular mark; drawing from memory, but he had a good memory. The luscious shape of the papaya fruit came quickly enough, and he sketched each tiny indentation of each hidden bullet and its power to cause death.

Leydon had promised them action — soon. A ride deeper into that dark valley.
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Ng woke early with a full bladder. He went down-river to urinate. It was a good trick to make your body a natural alarm clock by drinking a lot of water before sleeping: it guaranteed early rising. He finished and — up-river — washed himself quickly.

A dazzling orange-red bar of dawn would soon transform the dark forest into shining facets of emerald. Around him, jungle life was waking to the daily search for food. A big blue-and-gold kingfisher flew over the river, and little white egrets fluttered in the distance. Beside him, dew glinted on the reed-grass. Ng cleaned his teeth and touched the sores on his face gingerly. Too long in the jungle did that, but they were not a giveaway; skin complaints were common enough.

A big orange-and-blue butterfly swooped around Ng as he went back to his hut. There, he checked the contents of his battered little suitcase. Two shirts, one neatly patched, a change of underwear, four pairs of socks and a pair of shorts. All that a poor Chinese student would possess. Also a copy of Victorian Hero Explorers, inscribed to Ng from a grateful employer. That was Annie’s little touch. And to remember the employer was Mr Watson Williard, who had died of beriberi in the Johore civilian camp.

He stopped at the command hut, where Annie gave him some rice-cakes for the journey. Chengsai just waggled a thick forefinger under Ng’s nose — not to fail his mission, otherwise he would wish the British had caught him.

Ng gave his clenched-fist salute, and to his surprise both returned it. He walked through the morning bustle of the camp. Tough new British police had come over from Palestine. They had fought the Israeli terrorist bands and were headed by an officer so ruthless that he was called the Iron Broom. ‘Don’t let him sweep you up,’ Annie had warned.

Breakfast was cooking; a gunnery lesson being given to newcomers. Ahmed and other comrades were away on a raid. Ahead, Rana squatted patiently, awaiting him. He knew she was delivering detonators — but nothing more — and she fell in beside him. Ng liked Rana. She spoke little and smiled less, but was a dedicated comrade. Some hundred yards beyond the camp, a clump of attap-grass turned to look at them. Lee, in headdress and cape.

‘Chengsai said to expect you,’ she said. ‘Unless this is a clever trick and you are deserting.’

‘Those are bad thoughts, Comrade,’ replied Ng. ‘Now keep a good watch and do not fall asleep.’


Lee grinned, sinking back down into the scrub. Ng liked her, and once turned his head back. She would see that, but it would not be proper for them to exchange waves.

Their trail was little more than a pig-track. A mile ahead, he and Rana stopped at a clearing. Floods had undermined a teak tree, and now it lay halfway into the water with its roots raised dry to the sky. A green lizard slumbered upon them. In the same way British Malaya will be undermined, thought Ng, then fall to the People’s storm.

‘We’ll take the forest track,’ he said. ‘About a mile ahead, we cross a creek. Annie says be careful of the traps.’

‘I know,’ Rana replied. ‘I planted them.’

Ng looked around the clearing once more. Not many bird-calls, but sometimes they left an area of forest to look for food. He nodded to Rana, and they walked on.

Behind them, long silent minutes passed, then a scatter of golden-winged butterflies spiralled upwards and the lizard shot into cover. Two ‘bushes’ stirred and two faces, each smeared black to the cheeks and forehead, came into view.

‘They won’t run into our lot,’ one muttered. ‘Leave them.’

‘Hope those bloody Kiwis don’t slow us down,’ muttered the second. ‘Captain wants all these buggers in the bag.’

They settled back under the tree-trunk. Morning sunlight lit the clearing, and the golden butterflies spiralled cautiously down again. The green lizard did not return.

 


Peter trudged wearily, sweating and sticky, his boots sinking into the soft, damp earth. The forest was close around them, and Leydon walked up and down the line, urging them silently forward. Soon we’ll be in action, Peter thought — sooner, if we walk into a CT ambush. Death might strike at any minute.

Peter kept his own boots in the boot-prints of the man in front and kept a sharp eye out for booby-traps. One man had already fallen out, his foot spiked with bamboo. Ahead, Jamie stopped and cursed. Leydon swung around angrily. ‘What is it?’ he snapped.

‘Wait-a-bit,’ muttered Jamie.

Leydon cursed softly. ‘Of all the bloody times. You know the drill.’

He went up-column. Red-faced at the quiet sniggers of men passing, Jamie stripped off his ammunition pouches and guns. Peter took them, trying not to grin as Jamie took off his shirt, boots and trousers. Wait-a-bit thorns had to be picked out, one thorn at a time, or they would tear the clothing to rags.

By now the Gurkha rear-guard was up, and brown, unsmiling faces regarded Jamie’s nakedness. Their British officer grinned.

Jamie swore fluently under his breath as he dressed and grabbed his gear off a grinning Peter, his dark thoughts gone. The test of combat lay ahead. He resolved to let nobody down — not even himself. Like the knight, he would ride on.


 

Lee still lay behind the rotting log, sten-gun beside her, hoping her diarrhoea would not return too quickly. She thought about the Commissar’s visit for strategy talks the month before. He was high-ranking, and Lee had honoured him with questions as befitted someone of his importance. He had answered them with an approving smile.

Then yesterday, at the command hut, Annie had told Lee that Central Command needed her skills on the Thai border, and that she would be leaving in two days. Lee was astonished. Travelling at night, hiding from enemy patrols in the daytime — it would take weeks. And why should Central Command want her?

‘Because they said you,’ Annie retorted, dismissing her without further comment.

Now the reason was clear: Gum whispered that members of the Central Committee were allowed mistresses and wives with them — that they ate well, drank hot cocoa at night. So the Commissar wanted her. She would refuse to go. Annie would listen and work out a way. She liked Ng because he was serious and dedicated, and she wished that, like her, he had stayed in the jungle after the war. This was no time for marriage, but an ‘understanding’ was proper, even under Party Rules. Both had lost their families and could make a new one together.

Something buzzed sharply near her ear, and in the same moment something pricked her forearm sharply. Insect-bite, she thought. Lee pulled a strange cone-shape out of her arm, her breath loud in her mouth. No insect — a dart! The alarm cord was beside her, but she could not pull it, because a dull, pricking numbness was stealing over her. Lee’s heart pounded like wedding drums, and the numbing darkness choked her tongue, blacking out her vision and stopping her heart.

 

Every dead Communist Terrorist equates to about a million Malay dollars each, grinned Captain Denholm Willoughby, Royal Marines; so the little chap beside him had spat a million dollars down his blow-pipe. The Dyak looked up, black-pebble eyes expressionless under the level fringe of black hair. His parted lips revealed yellow-stained teeth — some of these chaps preferred tobacco to food, it seemed.

Willoughby brushed the attap from his face and signalled Sergeant Hinch forward. The lanky ex-poacher from Norfolk snaked across the open ground, quiet as any Dyak, attap-crested and black-faced. He swarmed over the log and his knife gleamed briefly. Cutting the sentry alarm-cords and making sure the CT was dead.

 

Peter lay in the first line of troops, Murdie on one side and Jamie on the other. Murdie looked tense, his hands too tight around his sten — that was a bad sign. This is the same guy, Peter mused, who had boasted he would clean up all the Reds in Malaya, single-handed.

His sweat-soaked jungle-gear prickled his skin, and a heat-rash flamed like tiny caterpillars with red-hot feet. A leech-bite itched painfully on his forearm where Jamie had prised the black wriggling thing off with the tip of his knife. But his sten was cleaned and oiled, and he was holding it loosely. He was going into battle, and a cool, delicious ice formed in his body.

Murdie shifted nervously. Peter looked for inspiration in the tall stands of attap, or the razor-grass; a small orange-spotted beetle blundering across the ground. The sluggish dark-brown river, clumped with vegetation. The leech had come from one of those clumps.

Ahead a hand upraised and one finger stabbing forward. Don’t stand up yet — and crawling forwards, his elbows scraping the dry grass and dirt. Sweating freely, at the log now; a CT woman sprawled there, dead. Peter inched sideways to avoid her, and Jamie softly breathed ‘Geeze’ as he followed.

Heavy undergrowth now, and creepers set with little blue flowers. Another motion of the hand and they stood, walking slowly forwards; carefully, because the dry grass snapped underfoot. A sharp, unpleasant stench of latrines in his nose now, the bamboo framework set over the river; now the smell of cooking rice, familiar after his weeks in Malaya, and sharp with memories of home.

Rice pudding for dessert, Peter.
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Attack came, as sharp and pitiless as sleeting October rains before the monsoon.

The camp had settled into its morning routine. A cadre collecting the breakfast rice-bowls, and the groups together for study. Chengsai was outside his command hut, losing an argument with Annie about keeping Lee, growling that her tongue cut like a parang blade.

The first shots ripped across the compound, rice-bowls scattering everywhere as the cadre stumbled and fell. Annie bolted back into the hut, and Chengsai cursed savagely, already hit but pulling out his Luger as though he was indeed made of ironwood. More shots hit, and he fell down, one foot hooking between the verandah steps.

Peter was in the first wave. A high-thrown grenade fell neatly into a hut, exploding thatch and splintering bamboo into the air. Now the stutter of sten-fire, and the tac-tac-tac of submachine guns like nails hammered in a tin roof. The central area suddenly clear but for green-clad bodies.

Return-fire came from the huts and the riverbank; the water-party had followed the iron rule to take your weapons everywhere. Bullets struck the ground like hornets, but Peter felt no fear. Murdie gasped and fell heavily to the ground. Jamie dropping to one knee and triggering a long burst at the river-side; Leydon shouting, another grenade lobbing into the reeds, exploding and stopping the river-fire.

The CT woman at the first hut bursting back onto the verandah, screeching loud orders, firing her sten from the hip. Willoughby stumbling, falling; two, three soldiers struck. Peter felt an ice-cold jab as the sten shifted to him, the woman’s face grim and pitiless. Kill or be killed. He fired, his bullets striking, the woman sinking to her knees. Raising her sten, but a blow from Sergeant Hinch toppling her over.

A second wave of black-bereted Marines bursting out from the other side. The CTs at the barrack huts caught in cross-fire and backing into the jungle. A last splutter of sten-fire and a Royal Marine falls. The stuttering fire is suddenly over, giving way to a faint pop-pop from the bushes. Soldiers at the reeds now, and among the huts; from one hut, a yellow lick of flame. Leydon running up, a breathless grin at Peter. ‘Good work, lads. Is Murdie alright?’

‘He tripped,’ said Jamie, and spat.

Willoughby was back on his feet, limping on a painfully-nicked ankle. ‘Leydon, collect the prisoners and post a perimeter; they may counter-attack. You, give me a hand.’


‘You’ was Peter, and he helped the captain over to the verandah of the first hut. Willoughby sat down, glancing at the dead CTs. ‘Saw you pot her: well done. Name?’

‘Hayes, sir.’

Peter glanced at the woman’s sprawled body and upturned face. He was short of breath and his heart was thudding. It was all so quick — and over so quickly, too. His throat was sandpaper-dry, but he passed his canteen to the captain first.

‘Cheers,’ the other grunted, and took a long pull. ‘Sergeant Hinch: losses?’

Hinch was a lanky man, long-jawed, with grey eyes. ‘Three dead, four wounded.’

‘The Reds?’

‘Eleven dead sir, fifteen prisoners, a lot scarpered into the bush. Seven wounded, three too bad to travel.’

‘Too bad for them,’ replied Willoughby. ‘Radio our coordinates to the Air Force and let’s get moving. You — Hayes — in there: grab anything that looks interesting.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Peter jumped up onto the verandah, the teak planking squeaking underfoot. He was at the door when he heard Hinch speaking. ‘Sir, are we taking the bodies as ID?’

‘Ten miles in this heat? Not bloody likely.’

‘Sir?’

‘Oh, use your initiative, man.’ The medic was wrapping a field-dressing around Willoughby’s ankle and he winced irritably. ‘Borrow his bloody initiative.’


He gestured to a Dyak tracker nearby, the long parang slung at his belt. Hinch nodded and grinned. Willoughby looked up at Peter in the doorway. ‘Lead in your boots, Private?’

‘Sir.’

The hut interior was clean, with a faint smell of cooked rice. Sleeping-mats with blankets neatly folded, and clothes hung on a bamboo rail. A teak desk and two bamboo stools, shelves with books and neat stacks of paper. Peter grabbed a hemp bag and began stuffing it full.

Files in red-starred yellow folders. An automatic pistol with ammunition clips. A small box by the sleeping-mats containing toothbrushes and toothpaste in one compartment.

Under the sleeping-mats was an exercise book, the pages crammed with neat handwriting and inset dates. A photograph of two solemn-eyed children fell out, and he slipped them back under the mat. They would burn this hut, and the private memories could burn with them.

There was little else. Peter tore a flag with three red stars from the slatted walls, bundling it into the bag. He shivered slightly: two people had lived and talked here, then died violent deaths. And his bullets had killed the woman. The full shock of inflicting death punched his thoughts as Leydon entered behind him.

‘Got everything, Hayes?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Leydon checked the office, booted one of the rolled blankets. Pulling away the sleeping-mats, he picked up the photo graph with a look at Peter. ‘Should have seen this, Hayes: even a photo’s useful.’ Leydon looked pale, but grinned. ‘You did well.’

An hour ago those words would have mattered. Now, Peter just nodded. ‘Thanks, sir.’

Leydon exited, and Peter made to follow. On a shelf by the door was a little Kodak camera. He hooked the strap onto his finger and followed as an explosives team pushed past them. He stopped with a sudden unquiet tingle.

A soldier was emptying out a big bag of rice and tossing severed heads into it.

Willoughby grinned as he saw the camera in Peter’s hands. ‘Just the damned thing, eh? Do the honours, Hinch.’

‘Shall I stand to attention, sir?’

‘Bloody show-off,’ grunted Willoughby, gesturing at Peter. ‘You potted the woman, get beside him.’

Peter’s legs took him over to Hinch’s side, but, like entering the hut, it felt like a different reality. He stood beside Hinch, trying not to flinch as the CT man’s head nudged his knee. Click, click.

‘Let’s hook it, son. I’m getting plastered tonight.’

Three shots sounded and Peter looked over. The badly wounded CTs being given release. Now the column was ready to move.

Willoughby hobbled up to his men and Leydon beckoned Peter to follow. He was glad to get away from all the death. War was bringing with it new levels of violence and awareness.


Explosions came now as the mess hall and the barracks went up. The food store next, scattering rice and ruptured tins into the air. Then the command centre, and even explosives with a delayed charge set into the latrines. ‘The Lancasters will finish it off,’ said Leydon.

It had been clever to have a base so close to the main road, but their luck had run out.

Peter fell in, and Jamie slapped his arm.

Deeper into the Valley of the Shadow?

‘Y’alright, mate?’ Jamie was nudging him, a look of concern on his open, unshaven face. It was good to see such concern. Near them, Murdie walked, head downcast.

You found it totally different from what we expected, too, thought Peter. But at least I fought.

His forefinger ached from pressing the trigger. Remembering how his fingers had tickled when he had closed his mother’s eyelids, and how he had rubbed them on the counterpane. He felt that same sensation now. His knee was tingling where the CT head had touched it, but he would wait until they reached a ridge before rubbing it hard.









23



The first road-block of bored militia was easy enough to pass. This one was manned by British troops, though, and therefore more difficult. Ng kept his head down and cycled calmly, Rana ahead. Of course she had done this before. But he tensed when he saw the black caps of police officers among the army hats.

The line slowed and Ng got off his bike. In front of him, Rana had a pile of durian fruit in her basket, one hiding the detonators that Min Yuen needed in the city. She seemed unconcerned, but the police were thoroughly checking each person and whatever they carried. They were getting better, and now knew what to look for.

As he watched, a pannier of yams was emptied out onto the road and a Malay constable knelt to cut some in half. The anguished wail of the vendor was ignored. Danger!

But Ng dared not run — the stens would cut him down at once. Now Rana was at the road-block, and the British inspector himself was coming over.

He ordered her to empty out the fruit, and Rana wailed like the vendor: durians were easily bruised and these were for market. Her protests were ignored, of course, and the constable’s parang flashed. Rana squealed with dismay as three of the fruit were cut in half. The British inspector smiled. If the parang cuts through those detonators, you won’t be smiling, thought Ng.

Now they piled them roughly back into the basket. One rolled clear and a soldier bent to grab it. He hesitated as a section of fruit sank under his fingers; the inspector took it, using the soldier’s bayonet to prise it out. Ng looked on in horror as the hollow core was lifted to show matchstick-sized detonators nestling in cotton-wool. A soldier grabbed Rana, who did not even flinch.

Rana was handcuffed and pushed onto the truck. A trooper climbed in after her. She looked down, not letting herself glance in any direction. Ng made himself gape at her as he came to the checkpoint, unpleasantly aware that the inspector was nearby.

A Malay constable took his papers. Ng assumed his foolish but ingratiating look. Speaking good English would not help now, but speaking bad English might. The sunburnt inspector’s nose looked like a glowing cherry, but he appeared smart enough. Like all British, he assumed that if he spoke slowly enough everyone would understand him.

‘Work on rubber plantation, Chinee?’


Ng fixed his mouth in a big grin. ‘Yes. Tuan say I am best dog up top.’

The inspector frowned. ‘You’re what?’

Ng stretched his grin and nodded. ‘I boss worker good. Me good dog on top, Tuan say.’

‘Oh, you’re top dog?’ The inspector grinned and handed Ng back his papers. ‘Here you are, Fido. Be careful of lamp-posts.’

Ng grinned and bowed, carefully putting away his papers before moving off. Inwardly he squirmed at such a humiliating charade, with Rana helpless in the truck. Denouncing him would save her own life, but she would not — because she was a comrade. So he cycled on as the truck started up behind him.

Natural enough, though, to glance up as it passed. The four troopers in the back, and kneeling between them the little dark-clad figure of Rana. She must have seen him, but gave no sign. Ng knew that Rana would not betray him, and so hated himself for tensing for the sound of brakes, for looking for the best way to run. But the truck went on and was lost in a cloud of yellow dust.

Once it was out of sight, Ng pulled in behind a big frangipani bush. The yellow blooms brushed his face as Ng leant on the handlebars and shut his eyes tightly.

Finding even a rifle bullet meant the death penalty — so detonators? Rana was lost.

He waited only moments, because keeping out of sight could arouse suspicion. Blinking away the prickle of angry tears, he wheeled back out onto the road. If his own mission was successful, then Rana would be avenged many times over. The city road-block lay ahead, and he would get through again by making a fool of himself. But they were the fools for laughing.

As he cycled, a distant growling came overhead, and he looked up at four of the big four-engined bombers flying over, noting that their course would take them near Chengsai’s camp. But he doubted that was their target. They would be heard too far off, and everyone would be gone long before they arrived.

 

Chengsai’s camp was deserted now. The ruined huts had collapsed, and smoke rose from their gutted interiors. Two mounds marked the shallow graves, little more than earth heaped over two piles of bodies. A crocodile, submerged up to its blinking yellow eyes, nosed to the riverbank. A little brown-striped forest pig nuzzled up to the inviting scent of fresh meat. Crows and mynah birds flew down, one imitating the sharp whistling sounds it had so often heard in the camp.

The sounds of the jungle became stronger again. The pig made his way towards the graves. The mynahs fluttered their wings over the heap, appraising what lay there for them. Overhead a hawk did lazy circles, and buzzing flies were already swarming in their busy thousands.

Then a new sound intruded, and new birds appeared. Four of them, painted black and silver, with straight wings and growling engines. They came overhead and another sound intruded: a sharp downward whistle. It deepened to a louder scream, scattering birds and pig. Even the crocodile slid back underwater, and as it did the bombs struck.

They were thousand-pounders, six of them in each aircraft, fused to explode on impact, dropped in turn so that twenty-four bombs exploded in a pitched staggering roar. The ruined huts and grave-mounds were engulfed in thundering chaos, throwing dirt and debris high into the air.

Then it stopped, and the churning clouds of dirt slowly cleared. All that remained of Chengsai’s camp were upturned trees, and bomb-craters exposing the blood-red clay undersoil.

A gentle wind took the dust-clouds over the river, where the crocodile floated, belly-up. Even the most subdued sounds did not return now. The silence went on and on.
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Sit down, Captain. Won’t be a tick.’

Cromer did so. The officer — wearing the Palestinian tie of black and gold — at least acknowledged his presence, unlike many of Cromer’s own colleagues. All that ‘Seventeen’ crap, just because he had been among those who had escaped Singapore ahead of the Japs. Which was also why he now had this liaison duty. In the rigid social order of the Malay Police Force, the Palestinians — shipped over here when the new state of Israel put them out of business — were pariahs like him, and did not know a thing about Malaya either. Although the officer in front of him now, judging from his results so far (and from his nickname), was having no difficulty.

A pair of level grey eyes looked at him now. ‘Has she said anything?’

‘Only her name — Rana — which we knew.’ Like all Malay officers, Cromer was deliberately economical with ‘sir’ when addressing Palestinians. ‘Second Regiment is my guess; they’re a mixed bag.’

‘Do you think she’ll crack? Offered the inducements?’

‘Yes, sir. I don’t think she’ll be useful.’

‘She can be useful as an example,’ returned the Palestinian. ‘Hang her.’

‘Alright, I’ll set the paperwork in motion.’ The hard grey eyes looked at him, and he added ‘sir’.

The Palestinian stood and yawned. ‘Tomorrow’s alright. Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.’

Cromer did not want to be seen drinking with a Palestinian; his stocks were low enough already. ‘Awfully good of you, sir, but I’ve got a mountain of paperwork.’

The Palestinian smiled. ‘Of course.’

As Cromer opened the door, the Palestinian spoke again, just as smoothly. ‘And make sure the Assessing Panel has a couple of Europeans. Asian judges show a distressing habit of leniency.’

‘Sir.’

Cromer returned to his office. True enough, the native Malay judges were even cheeky enough to question evidence. He sat down at his desk and sighed. It would mean telephone calls, careful and oblique inferences, even favours requested.

This chap was bloody well-named: the Iron Broom.

 

‘Now tell the truth, Ng. Surprised to see me?’


Ng had waited a long time in this dark back room for the section leader of Min Yuen to come. Yin, who had yelled with such fear in the shipping office that morning long ago.

‘The manager, Hopkins, told me — so sounding scared was the best way to warn you. The police blamed him for telling his excitable fool of a clerk.’

‘You were very clever, Yin,’ said Ng, and he meant it.

Yin had been ‘deep cover’ since 1938. The Party had told him to become a Christian and just get on with his job. Now he gently touched one of the sores on Ng’s face. ‘Do not leave until these have gone. The security forces know what to look for.’

Even in this small room, the city clangour penetrated; the rich stench of diesel and petrol strange after so long in the jungle. It was stifling hot, and Ng’s white, short-sleeved shirt clung to him damply. He was very tired, and the image of Rana in that truck came vividly to mind.

‘Were you told your mission, Ng?’

‘No.’

Chengsai’s instructions had been brief: go into the city and make contact. The security forces did not have his photograph — the one taken at the awards ceremony with Mountbatten had left his face in heavy shadow. He had also grown his hair longer, to cover the slashed ear.

‘Did speaking good English help you pass the check-point?’ asked Yin.

Ng smiled. ‘No, but speaking bad English did.’


Even though they were alone, Yin lowered his voice. ‘A small cargo ship from Goa is due soon — with a cargo of machine-parts. One crate has six PIATs; and the others, two hundred rounds of ammunition. Do you know about PIATs?’

‘Yes.’ Portable infantry anti-tank guns. He had seen British troops training with one in 1945 against an abandoned Japanese tank. The big hollow-charge projectile had smashed a hole straight through the tank, rolling it over like a child’s toy.

Yin smiled at the excitement on Ng’s face, but Ng did not care. More planters and police were armouring their cars and trucks. Just last month Ahmed had screamed with frustration as his bullets had pinged like hail off a tin roof.

PIATs would close the roads to all such vehicles. They would disable locomotives and close the rail routes. And threaten the plantations themselves, whose sandbagged walls soaked up bullets like a frog eating flies. PIAT projectiles would reduce them to wreckage — and at long distance, from the jungle. Thus the cities and towns would be isolated. Ng pulled his thoughts back as Yin continued to speak.

‘Such weapons will make a real difference. You will take back one PIAT and fifty projectiles. More to be delivered through Thailand.’ He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket. ‘Go and wait at this address.’

Ng looked at the paper and smiled. ‘I know this man.’

 


Sew looked exactly the same as he stood behind the narrow counter of his dark little shop. His small smile, the wispy white beard, the long, shabby dark coat. ‘Ng, I am closing shop. Would you like some curry?’

After they had eaten, Sew poured tea into little bowls and spoke. ‘You must be very careful, Ng. The British police are more dangerous. There is one in particular: the Iron Broom.’

‘I have heard of him.’

‘He is well-named. Like a broom with iron bristles, he sweeps all before him. Do not get in his way.’

Ng nodded. He must begin planning his exit route with the PIAT — and contemplate the havoc they could cause.
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Crickets were chirping loudly outside, and big moths with orange-spotted wings clung to the fine-meshed window-screen. At the top left-hand corner, a small yellow gecko lined itself up for the final lunge. Peter took his eyes from it as Captain Leydon spoke to him. A dark-faced, white-jacketed mess-boy flitted past into the dining room, and he glimpsed startling white tablecloths and gleaming silverware. The events of the day before and the jungle seemed impossibly distant.

‘You want me to do what, sir?’

‘Sketch those heads we took, Hayes.’ Pausing, then adding, ‘Like those cartoons of the Sergeant Major last year, eh?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Would a question be pushing his luck? ‘Ah, wouldn’t a photo do as well?’

‘No, Private,’ said Leydon patiently, ‘because we want the head joined to neck and shoulders — as though the twain were never separated. We have someone waiting to ID them, and they’re not keen on seeing just the head. Something to do with ghosts.’

‘Right, sir.’

Peter saluted and followed the mess-boy. He wondered how Leydon knew about those cartoons, and hoped the Sergeant Major did not. They had long memories, and Peter would have to go back to New Zealand sometime.

 

The haunch of wild boar was well-roasted and served with yams, tinned peas, and a green salad. Colonel Mather was in an expansive mood when Leydon brought in the yellow manilla envelope. He gave the file to Willoughby and sat down, accepting a gin-sling. Willoughby glanced at the file and passed it to Colonel Mather. Neither of them noticed the Malay mess-boy hovering longer than necessary.

‘Good Lord, done to life,’ chuckled Mather, looking at the sketches. ‘Our witness get over his fear of ghosts?’

‘Yes, sir.’ This should be worth at least a mention in despatches, thought Willoughby. ‘Chengsai and his missus, Annie.’

‘Two very big fish,’ said the Colonel approvingly. ‘Well done, chaps. I suppose it’ll cost me another round of drinks?’

Behind them, the mess-boy exited.

 

Soolat Maidan changed quickly and slipped out into the street. Soolat detested serving British officers, but the Party decreed — as did the blood of his uncle, shot dead when British troops fired on a crowd demonstrating for food. Soolat heard many interesting titbits — usually after the third or fourth round of drinks.

He stopped for a beer and to check whether he was being followed. A pity he had not heard about the raid on Chengsai’s camp; very bad news. And as he walked, he reflected bitterly on the British tactics. They call us Communists terrorists — but who are the real terrorists when they act like that?

There were servicemen everywhere, noisy and stinking of beer. Soolat hid his anger as he was elbowed aside by one group. Here to protect us and give us nationhood? When the only Malays in that officers club were mess-boys like him?

Now he ducked down a side-alley, skipping over a basket of squawking hens to reach a narrow back door. A man in beggar’s rags was sprawled outside, listless. Then his foot waggled faintly. The left one, Soolat noted: Go in. As he went through the door, the beggar placed his foot against an untidy stack of beer-crates. One kick and the shattering glass would wake the dead. But the alley remained clear, the headlights of traffic flowing on past.

The back staircase that Soolat went up was so narrow that his shoulders brushed the sides. At the top was a tiny landing with a closed door. He knocked three times, then twice more, then opened the door.


 

Ng laid down his rice-bowl. He had not answered, because a ‘Come in’ meant that the wrong people were waiting with him. Soolat hesitated. Ng would not want to finish his dinner when he saw this. ‘A comrade at Army headquarters made these prints from some film he was asked to develop. You will not like it.’ Pulling up a trouser leg, he took out an envelope that was tucked inside his sock. ‘Or my news.’

Soolat was right. Ng lost all appetite and sat with his head bowed; part of his life had suddenly ended. Good comrades had already gone, but Chengsai and Annie — the stern parents of their regiment? He knew they all would have gone down fighting. And Lee dead, too; and any survivors huddled in the hostile jungle, hungry and exhausted. So he sat there, his grief tearing at his heart like a tiger’s claws.

‘Yin will send instructions soon,’ whispered Soolat. ‘Meantime, stay here. We will see these photographs reach our British comrades. We will expose these butchers.’

Perhaps, but that could take time. A long time.

They will pay for this, Ng vowed.

Soolat made to leave, and Ng looked up. ‘The two soldiers with the heads: I want to keep that photograph.’

Soolat frowned. ‘It is against orders.’

‘I must burn those faces into memory.’

Soolat nodded. Revenge and honour were concepts that stupid Westerners did not understand. He passed over one photograph, and then slipped out. The door closed and footsteps pattered down the stairs.

City noises came clearly through the window. City lights blinked through the slats, flickering in red and blue lines. Party orders would come, but he would be some time in this tiny, airless attic. So he would use that time. Ng looked at the faces in the photograph again.

Party rules or no: they would pay for doing this to his comrade leaders.

 

Soolat slipped into another small café and ordered a beer. He was hungry, but eating must wait. At midnight he would call police headquarters and whisper the information he wanted them to know. The payments then deposited into the account he held under an assumed name.

He would not tell them about Ng, though; first find out why he was here. Besides, the outcome of this war was still undecided, and Soolat wanted to be on the winning side. He also knew that Min Yuen had a swift way with informers.

Soolat looked at his watch and sipped his beer. The amount in his bank account was already high, and soon he would seek police protection and a new identity. For now, he would serve both of his masters and take delight in being so clever. He was having a birthday party soon, and there would be much to celebrate.

 


‘Out of the question,’ Sew replied calmly. ‘We do not fight this war for personal reasons.’

‘They were father and mother to me when I needed it. I wish you had met them.’

‘Ng, I recruited them into the Party. They were made of iron.’ Sew was placing little weights into the brass scales before him, and watching them dip one way then another. He looked at the photograph. ‘I know the British man — he has killed innocent villagers. But, still, I cannot condone personal revenge.’

Sew is like bamboo, Ng thought, slender but strong. But wind can sway bamboo, and Sew had not refused to help. ‘We are supposed to re-educate our enemies if we can. Perhaps I could re-educate this man?’

Sew looked at him sharply. ‘Ng, I might be old, but I am not foolish.’

But you have still not refused to help.

Ng frowned and spoke slowly. ‘Sew, there are many places in the city where one can get a woman, are there not?’

‘Many.’

‘But a lot of these are frequented by British troops. I understand that many soldiers have their favourites. The Guards … the conscripts … the Marines … Which should I avoid even going near?’

Sew almost choked. Does this boy think I am stupid? Then he remembered those two Hakka teenagers he had recruited, his comrades sneering that such slow-wits would be of little use. But Sew had been right. And, once, he too had been young.

‘Ng, you would do better learning new skills. At your age, I could tickle the belly of a trout and flip it out of the water.’

When I’m your age, I won’t babble nonsense, thought Ng bitterly. He made to close the door, then paused. Trouts, belly-ticklers … Yin had talked of such a place. He looked at Sew, who dropped another weight in the scales, a serene smile on his face.

You old fox, thought Ng, and left.
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Ahmed is reforming the Command,’ said Yin. ‘New recruits will soon bring it back to full strength.’

But new recruits could not adequately replace combat-tested veterans, let alone Chengsai and Annie. Still, Ahmed, Gum, Shin the Japanese, and Oong — other good fighters had been spared. Ng thought for a moment, blocking out the street clamour. They must plan a hard strike against the Imperialists, one to smash them back.

He voiced this to Yin, who nodded. ‘Plans are underway,’ Yin said, ‘so leave now. I must investigate how the police know our plans. Spend the day in town, and pass the road-blocks in late afternoon when the crowds are thick and the soldiers thinking of their supper.’ He paused, then added casually: ‘Have you heard about the sergeant?’

Ng was not to be caught out so easily. ‘What sergeant?’

‘The one who took the heads of your comrade leaders. He was stabbed outside the Blue Trout Brothel,’ said Yin narrowly. ‘But not on Party orders.’

Ng shrugged. ‘You would never catch me near a brothel.’

‘I am sure I wouldn’t,’ said Yin. He eyed Ng a moment. ‘The comrade commanders trained you too well for that. Goodbye.’

The door closed.

It took Ng only moments to stuff his few clothes into the bag. He would treat himself to a public bath-house, a haircut, and a shave. He even hummed as he went down the narrow staircase. After all these weeks, it would be good to have sunlight on his face again.

He checked through the bead curtain before entering the shop. Old Sew was seated at his desk with the big astrological chart on the wall behind him. Two British soldiers were having their horoscope taken, the grinning oafs nudging each other as Sew meticulously filled in their horoscope charts.

Ng waited. They were only privates, a county regiment from their badges, but he had no intention of letting them see him. Now Sew rolled up the scrolls, tying each with a red silk ribbon before passing them over with a polite bow. The two soldiers rose to go, one tossing some coins into a brass bowl.

‘Thanks, Grandpa. Elsie’ll love this. Think so, Bert?’

‘Huh.’ The second soldier waggled the roll under Sew’s nose. ‘Reading this over a beer, Grandpa. Anything rude and I’ll be back.’

They clumped out into the street.

Ng went through, and Sew smiled slightly. ‘Wood Ox and Water Pig: well-named at least. Have some tea before you go.’


Ng sat down a moment.

Sew’s memories went back to Sun Yat Sen, the founder of modern China. His ideals had been corrupted by the Kuomintang, Sew had said, and Communism was a cleansing force. Ng sipped his tea and looked up at the animals on the wall-chart. His own, the dragon, was there.

When he had stayed here after the war, Sew had hinted that he should have his horoscope taken, even be tattooed as young people did. Ng had protested, but the dragon tattooed on his arm proved that Sew was very good at getting his own way. He even remembered the conversation.

‘Comrade Sew, only a bourgeoisie does that, not a good comrade.’

‘Therefore the police will not think of you as a good comrade. Your higher duty is to the Party, but I do not have to tell that to a good soldier such as yourself.’

So the dragon tattoo reminded Ng that Sew was very artful indeed. Even so, exiting, he could not resist a shot. ‘Sew, you are Party. You cannot believe in all that bourgeois nonsense.’

It was nonsense because the Party said so. Of course his own grandmother believed that he was born under a good sign and had a natural partner. And as a baby he had been dressed in red clothes so as not to offend Taisu, the celestial force that controlled people’s fortunes.

‘It is nonsense,’ Ng said again.

‘I make my living by it,’ said Sew. ‘As the Party decided.’

Slippery as an eel at avoiding direct answers, as always, thought Ng. ‘You said, once, that all of these animals have natural partners?’

‘Ng, do you wish us to talk nonsense?’ Sew smiled dryly, but went on. ‘Yes, they do, like yours, the Earth Dragon which follows the year of the Fire Hare. But it is forecast that you must avoid a Fire Hare. Contact will bring a difficult choice and new decisions.’

Ng wished he had not begun this conversation. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I have told you what I mean.’ Sew passed over a roll bound with a ribbon. ‘Forgive me, but I cast your horoscope. Please read it sometime.’

The old fellow badly needs re-educating, thought Ng angrily — then saw the sharp eyes and the dry lips parting in a thin smile. He smiled despite himself, and nodded.

‘How will I know my natural partner?’

‘You will know him. Go now, Ng, and good fortune attend your journey.’

‘Thank you, Sew. Until next time.’

Ng slipped out the back, and Sew sat there.

Next time? My own forecast reveals little ahead, Sew mused. Well, his life had nearly ended at the storming of Soochow, and when the Japanese sprang their terrible ambush at the Batu Caves. Sew knew that his frail old body would not withstand pain now, which was why he had the grenade hooked on a pin under his desk.

The front curtain rattled sharply as two people entered. He sighed. More soldiers in search of amusement. A skilled astrologer could read a man’s star-sign in his face. The older soldier was Water Dog, but the first, a younger man, was …

Sew felt sudden presentiment prickle on his body as he re-read the star-sign.
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Leave-days with Jamie were a routine of beer and curry, finished off with a swift dash to the toilet. Today, instead of bars and brothels, Peter had proposed a trip to the museum; Jamie’s blunt reply ended that idea. So they had found a small bar and ordered the lager. Two soldiers seated nearby were chuckling at their unrolled charts.

‘Says I’ll live to be ninety and have six kids,’ said one. ‘My old mum does better, reading tea-leaves.’

‘What’ve you got there, mate?’ asked Jamie.

The soldier, a big red-haired Scotsman, jerked a thumb across the street to a narrow, dark shop-entrance. ‘Some old fraud — we’re going to live long lives so never mind the Commie bullets.’

‘Jamie, let’s try it, eh?’ said Peter. ‘He might know when you’ll make colonel.’

‘Yeah, right.’

Peter got up and Jamie looked surprised. ‘Cripes, Pete. You mean it?’


‘You don’t have to come.’

Sighing, Jamie followed Peter, who hid his smile: having a mate who would follow you anywhere was good. He walked over to the doorway, dodging a woman on a bike.

‘After you, clever-dick,’ said Jamie.

 

The old boy’s giving me one hell of a sharp look, thought Peter — maybe it’s all part of the act. Breathing in the dry smell of musty old paper, taking in the stuffed crocodile hanging over the counter.

‘What do we do?’ muttered Jamie. ‘Get our palms read?’

‘I will draw up a chart, but to do that I need to know your birth animals.’

‘Birth animals?’ said Jamie. ‘I’ve never even been near a farm!’

The old man looked at him, and his voice crackled as he replied. ‘Please to give dates of birth.’ Jamie muttered his, sticking his hands in his pockets. The old man’s smile drier than his voice. ‘You are the Water Dog.’

Peter kept his face straight at Jamie’s look, then gave his own date of birth.

Penetrating brown eyes looked at him, making his insides tingle.

‘The Fire Hare. But I shall need to read yours more closely,’ the old astrologer replied.

He indicated for them to sit down, glancing outside again at his previous customers, who were still at the little bar opposite, loudly ordering more beer. Then he turned his attention back to the men in the room, in particular to the young fair-haired man before him. I must take the greatest of care with your chart. I must discover why you disturb me so.

 

It was rare for Ng to feel so relaxed. Clean from bathing at a public bath-house, his long hair trimmed, and now wolfing down a hot curry. Sipping a glass of beer — just one — because great and important work lay ahead.

Exit road-blocks were easier to pass. He thought of the PIATs: what a difference they would make! Yin would send word of their arrival, and in the meantime he would make his beer last the half-hour until twilight.

He sat alone at a small corner table. The other patrons were mostly in groups or couples. Most were smoking, even the women. He thought of Lee; he had liked Lee, and now she was dead.

A young woman was sitting near him. She was sharp-featured, with straight black hair in a sensible bun; her pink blouse and blue skirt were tidy but made from cheap cotton. A typist or a clerk, probably; perhaps uprooted by the war and too poor for a good marriage. Eligible boys had families who guarded their interests well.

I could be married now, with children, and a good life in the family business. But my parents would not have chosen a girl like that. He despised such outdated and class-ridden beliefs now.

The café owner was at the girl’s table. She was opening her handbag, spilling a cheap compact onto the table and pulling out crumpled Straits dollars — not enough from the frantic way she was hunting for more. A lock of hair spilled untidily onto her forehead.

‘I’ll have to bring the rest tomorrow,’ she whispered, aware that all the café patrons were watching her discomfort. ‘I have my watch—’

‘You have no money and that is theft,’ interrupted the proprietor. ‘I am calling the police.’

She was looking ashamed and distressed now: at the very least, she was facing a night in prison.

‘Here, Proprietor. I will pay.’ Ng put money on the table, enough for her bill and his — suddenly remembering that to do so was against Party rules.

The young woman got up, fumbling nervously, and walked ahead, turning clumsily and managing to collide with Ng. Her cheap handbag snapped open, spilling its contents onto the street. Behind them, the proprietor and other customers laughed.

Ng knelt to help her stuff everything back into the bag. She was flustered, mumbling ‘sorry’ and clutching her bag, still embarrassed. ‘Give me your address, I’ll send you the money.’

Ng had no address to give her, and he did not address young women without the prefacing ‘comrade’. But an old black-and-white American movie — that his father had taken him to once, to improve his English — came to his rescue.

‘Will you have a drink?’ Her eyes widened in surprise at the sudden invitation. ‘Unless you’re going somewhere?’

She shook her head. ‘I am looking for a job.’ Without success, from all appearances.

He led the way to a nearby bar and ordered drinks. She shyly refused beer and asked for orange juice; that pleased Ng, but he sharply cautioned himself about feeling superior. She was his equal.

Her name was Susan Peng; her parents dead in the war. A Presbyterian missionary had taken her in, but she had been little more than a family servant. Then the missionary had started looking at her in a way that made her feel uncomfortable, and the missionary’s wife had dismissed her. So now she was looking for work.

She shyly asked Ng about himself. Min Yuen had provided Ng with a cover for the city. He was the son of a rubber contractor (which was true anyway) and was here setting up a branch of the family business (which was not). Susan said he must be very important, at which Ng grinned bashfully. She asked for a sip of his beer, and then screwed her face up at the taste. Quite a pretty face, he thought.

‘Even a drop is too strong for me,’ she said.

Ng felt even better, wishing that time was not passing so fast. His cares and tensions were slipping away, and he liked Susan, sensing the making of a good comrade. ‘Perhaps I can help you.’


‘Yes?’

She sounded hopeful, but guarded. Single and without family, she had to be careful of offers.

He shook his head, surprised at his own resolution. ‘Good, important work. I have friends.’ He looked at his watch: there was just enough time. ‘You would not be working with Europeans at all. Would you mind that?’

Susan shook her head, too, also firmly. ‘No. They do not give us justice and should leave Malaya.’

An excellent answer. Then a thought slipped into mind, as though Old Sew had spoken aloud: meeting a natural partner …

Susan caught his sudden little frown. ‘Ng, is something wrong?’

‘Susan, do you know your astrological sign?’

‘Yes. I had a star chart, but the missionary burned it.’ She sounded puzzled. ‘Metal Horse. Is that important?’

‘No, no,’ Ng smiled. ‘It was a silly question. Let’s go to a friend who can help.’

Susan followed him out of the bar. ‘Is he a businessman, too?’

‘No, an astrologer,’ Ng said, smiling at her bewilderment as she followed him down the street.

 

Jamie fidgeted on the wooden bench, looking at his scroll. ‘Doesn’t make any sense,’ he muttered.


‘It’s a pattern of life,’ said Peter. ‘You know: destiny.’

‘My destiny is to get another beer. Coming?’

‘It is not a complete pattern,’ said Old Sew to Peter from behind his counter. ‘Yours is influenced by another.’

‘Is that bad for me?’

‘Perhaps. Perhaps not. Sometimes your fate is decided by meeting that other. I have not quite finished yours yet. Please return soon,’ replied the old man.

Was there something guarded in the old astrologer’s words? As though he was seeing something he did not like? Peter put some notes into the brass bowl as Jamie looked at his watch.

‘Wasting good drinking time, mate.’

He left, and Peter paused, gesturing to the money. ‘Is that enough?’

‘Quite enough, thank you. Come back in half an hour.’

‘Thanks.’

The old man bowed his head. Sharp to Peter’s mind came, unbidden, the image of a running hare caught in a shaft of burning light. A silly thought, he dismissed it from his mind as he crossed the street to join Jamie.

As he did, he passed the two county regiment soldiers heading back. Jamie was already shouting for a beer, the scroll stuffed into his pocket.

He looked over at the soldiers entering the old man’s shop. Questions still tugged away in his mind. I will go back, he thought, when these questions become clear and make more sense.
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Sirs?’ Sew looked up as the two men shouldered through his jangling curtain.

‘These star-charts,’ said the one called Eddie. ‘We think they’re rubbish.’

‘Indeed?’ Sew phrased the word politely, but he noticed that the drunken slur had gone and he hooked a finger into the loop of string under his desk. ‘Then return them and remove your money from the bowl.’

‘Actually, I’d like to tell your future,’ said Kev. ‘Very soon it will be an interview with someone called the Iron Broom.’

‘I know the name,’ replied Sew. ‘But your prophecy is not accurate.’

He was full of inner calm and resolve. Giving his life for the Party was duty; there was even some satisfaction that death would come on his terms. These fleeting thoughts as the pin of the grenade clicked out.

‘Grenade! Down, Eddie — down!’


Kev threw himself down, Eddie dived at the door. Halfway through, the grenade exploded, ejecting him outside, entangled in beaded curtains. The same explosion blew Old Sew apart and rained scattered fragments of the stuffed crocodile upon the huddled Kev.

Kev — Police Officer Kevin Tench, no border regiment soldier but ex-Palestinian force — picked himself up shakily. Then he checked himself over: just cuts and bruises, but too damn close. He groaned aloud as he saw his partner. Should’ve dropped flat, Eddie. Can’t out-run a grenade!

He pulled out his whistle and blew hard, several times. The backup would move in as soon as they heard the explosion. He staggered, pulling out his .38 revolver. A crowd was gathering and uniformed police were pushing up. Already an ambulance siren was sounding. Better get here before Eddie bleeds to death!

As the approaching siren grew louder, Kev choked on the dust and his ears rang loudly from the blast. The boss was going to be very annoyed.

 

Ng was near the street when he heard the explosion. Training said he should leave at once, but he was with Susan. It would look odd if he did not show the natural curiosity of an innocent person.

‘What’s happened?’ she exclaimed, anxiously holding his arm. ‘Shall we see?’


It felt good that she was turning to him for reassurance. Ng nodded, aware of the gathering crowd and too many police uniforms for his liking. He must not stay long. That explosion sounded like a grenade, and, jostling closer, Ng’s worst fears were realized: Sew’s shop was destroyed. The soldier with an officer’s revolver could only be a policeman in disguise; another, on the ground, looked dead. There was nothing he could do here.

‘Ng, you look terrible. Was that your friend’s place?’

‘Yes,’ he replied, without thinking.

I must go. But Ng hesitated. The crowd swirling in a large circle around the injured man. The soldier passing his belt around the injured man’s bleeding leg and pulling it tight. The ambulance loud and close; khaki-uniformed police already clearing a path with their long batons. Get out of here!

Ng made to go, then looked up, across the square. Two soldiers were among the crowd — one of whom he recognized.

‘Ng?’

The fair-haired soldier beside a sandy-haired one. A horrified fascination set in as flames licked out of the shop. Behind, a fire engine added its chorus to the ambulance. And hate, burning like flames, tore at Ng’s mind. That soldier. He shook off Susan’s hand.

‘I must go. See you tomorrow in the bar — at three.’

‘No!’ she gasped. ‘Where are you going?’

‘Tomorrow!’

‘No, Ng! Your Red Masters would not let you return.’ A charged note had entered her voice, and her fingers were clutching his arm as tightly as falcon claws. Then her other hand jammed a small automatic in his ribs. ‘Don’t move, Ng.’ The anxious look on her face had been replaced by a hard little smile. ‘You see, I do have a job, Ng.’

For a second time, a moment given to emotion — this time stunned bewilderment — fatally clouded Ng’s instincts to flee. Now, two men were grabbing him from behind, his arms twisted behind his back, his wrists encircled with handcuffs.

‘Nice work, Susie,’ said one. ‘Come on, you.’

The crowd watched silently; the café owner and his patrons, subdued and scared. A police van backed up, and Ng was hustled over, the two men pushing him inside. Susan ducked around to sit beside the driver. As the back doors slammed, one of the men punched Ng hard in the stomach, and the other man slammed his head back against the van sides.

‘Not too much, boys. We want him in one piece,’ called out Susan as the van began moving.

As the van gathered speed, Susan turned again. ‘Expect a lot worse, Ng — you are meeting the Iron Broom.’

She chuckled.

Ng wondered, even through the pain, whether he had ever heard anything so cold and heartless.
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It happens, Petey. Just outside Trieste, a mate and me leave the road for a leak. He cops a landmine, I don’t get a scratch. Just no telling.’ From the way Jamie was downing the beer, though, he was not half as relaxed as he was trying to sound.

Peter was not even trying to fake it. We were only yards away — we could have been blown up, too. Just like Roy on Tinakori Hills. He shuddered.

‘Think I’ll have a whisky. Want one?’

Oh, geeze, thought Jamie, here we go again. Hell, if that’s the worst he sees, he’ll be doing alright. ‘Petey, you’re not a half-bad soldier, but—’

‘But what?’

‘I don’t know. Not quite one of us?’ Jamie paused, thinking hard. ‘It’s like you’re always looking for something.’

‘You trying to reform me?’

Jamie just muttered.


Chance alone saved us today, thought Peter. He re-played the events in his head, the wide circle of onlookers, across which a Chinese youth was looking directly at him, his face twisted in hate. Police pushing people back, Peter dodging a swinging baton. Looking again, the young man gone.

It was nearly night outside, and the row of cheap paper lanterns hanging outside the little bar lit up. Along the wall behind the bar-tender were glowing insects in jars, flitting around their narrow glass confines, sometimes quiet. Just the two of them there. Jamie sighed loudly.

‘I mean, you never get really boozed, never get—’ he broke off. ‘What was all that crap about dragons and hares, anyway?’

‘Natural astrological partners.’

‘Asian voodoo, mate.’ Jamie sucked in his cheeks and gave Peter a speculative look. ‘I’ll get those whiskies.’

He went over and talked earnestly to the barman for a moment. The other grinned. Jamie returned with two brass tumblers.

‘Get that down you.’

Peter’s thoughts were still on the old man, or he would have been more suspicious. ‘What is it?’ he asked, absently.

‘Sort of cocktail, bit of everything.’

Peter sipped it. The taste was faintly fruity, pineapple, almost bland. Specks of coconut floated on the surface. ‘Seems okay,’ he said, sipping again.

‘A couple of these and you’ll feel like a million dollars,’ said Jamie. ‘Johnnie Farrel found this place, swears by them.’


‘What’s it called?’

‘Tiger’s Whiskers.’

Peter nodded and sipped some more. Jamie watched, drinking his own; it didn’t have the same special mix. He’d better be careful getting the next round: if he got Peter’s drink, he might wish that grenade had blown him up.

 

Peter groaned. His head felt as though iron-tipped boots were stamping on it. He rolled over, wincing as the boots kicked inside his head, blinking up at a misty whiteness overhead. The gauze mosquito net. He blinked and the boots pounded on.

‘Geeze, mate. I’ve seen blokes a week dead looking better than you.’

Peter groaned again. Jamie Firth was a hazy figure seated on the next bed. Knowing that Peter could not move, Jamie reached over, and, hooking the drapes aside, gently folded Peter’s hands around a glass.

‘Get that down you. Corpse-reviver, according to Doc.’

Peter raised the glass to his lips and swallowed the fizzy contents. He nearly choked, swallowed again, and coughed. He lay back until the pounding in his skull receded a little. How come last night Jamie had drunk with him tumbler for tumbler and now looked fresh enough for a ten-mile route march?

‘When did we get back?’


Jamie sounded casual. ‘Well, Petey, luckily I’m good mates with that Pom gate-sergeant. Although I’d steer away from Leydon for now. He might just ask how blind drunk you were to get that bloody tattoo.’

Peter was in a lot of pain, and memory was struggling to fight its way through.

‘What tattoo?’ he croaked.

A crooked grin played on Jamie’s lips. He showed one of his arms to Peter: tattooed between the shoulder and the elbow was a snapping kiwi bird in a tin helmet. ‘Not bad, eh? Bloody improvement on yours, but you were too pissed to make sense.’

‘What …’ Peter muttered, wincing.

Jamie leant forward. ‘It’s good, Petey: you’re Army now — with the tatts to prove it.’

‘What—’ Jamie’s words were making even more horrible sense.

‘Right here, mate.’ Jamie positioned his shaving mirror over Peter’s arm.

Peter peered. On his own upper arm was a tattoo of Bugs Bunny, with the cartoon character’s signature manic bucked-toothed grin, and wielding a bayonet.

Peter lunged at Jamie, then groaned loudly as those iron boots broke his head wide open. Jamie sauntered off down the barracks, still cackling, while Peter lay back, moaning. Some day — impossibly distant — Jamie would pay for this. He rolled over and fingered his arm.


He could just tell that his nickname ‘Libby’ — given because he had spent so much time in the Trentham barracks library — would be making way for a new one. Jamie Firth would see to that.
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Ng, my name is Olive, and we’re going to play a little game called “smacky-face”. Would you like to hear the rules?’

Behind Ng stood a turbaned and bearded Sikh guard. Olive was thickset, thick-necked, with a sunburnt nose and red cheeks. Fair hair hung in a fringe over grey eyes that blinked mildly at Ng. Her voice was mild, even courteous, and she smiled.

‘The first rule, Ng, is that I slap your face if you don’t answer a question. Second rule, I slap it again if you do answer but I think you’re telling lies. Very simple rules, Ng, and we have all day. At some stage of the proceedings, you might fall off your chair. In which case, the tall gentleman behind you will kick you until you get up.’

Ignore them if you are caught, Sew had said. Clear your mind and look at the bridge of their nose, not their eyes. Do not let them reach you. Sew had survived many interrogations that way.

Ng remembered that he was supposed to be a young man in the wrong place, and therefore very scared. He nodded and managed a fearful-sounding ‘Yes, ma’am’.

Olive raised her eyebrows. ‘Good manners. I like that.’

Then she drew a pen from her blouse pocket, and pulled a pad of lined yellow notepaper before her, and the interrogation began.

 

Ng squatted on his sleeping-mat, trying to forget the pain. Touching his face gingerly, he could feel that the swelling had gone down and the gashes were healing. He had been here a full day and night, and knew that stage two was coming — and that it would be worse.

By pushing out his legs, he could touch the other concrete wall. There was only a sleeping-mat and a chipped enamel toilet-pot in the corner. The walls ran with moisture, and the room stank of sweat and despair. He was meant to be afraid, and Ng could feel the fear working in his stomach. All the counselling sessions on how to overcome fear were nothing against this stony confinement. ‘Keep a strong face, comrade’ meant nothing against the constant moans and crashing of boots outside. Two bowls of rice a day, heavily salted to keep him thirsty. Dread at the jangle of keys and the sudden crashing opening of doors.

He knew that they were skilled, that they would bide their time and eventually get their answers. That then they would hang him. They will hang me anyway, so victory is in not talking. Perhaps he would attain that victory; he must wait to find out.

A mug of weak tea lay beside him, untasted. Despite the thirst from eating salty rice, Ng had not touched the tea yet. He would need strength and self-discipline when the guards came for him.

Sure enough, moments later the door opened to a policeman, his brass buttons twinkling in the light. He stepped inside, hands behind back, one polished boot coming out to tip the mug over. The liquid ran out over the floor and gathered around his feet. The voice was smooth, even polite, as Olive’s had been. But disinterested, as though Ng were not important enough for rudeness.

‘Our tea not to your taste, young fellow? I’ll have a word with the kitchen.’

The man’s boots were brown, Ng noted as he was jerked to his feet. An officer’s boots. The officer, thin, with a little black moustache, surveyed Ng from head to toe. A curt nod to the guards, who moved forward to grab Ng.

The officer walked ahead, baggy khaki shorts flapping, officer’s stick tucked under his arm. Ng was hustled behind, through the doors at the end of the corridor. The doors slammed, shutting off the stink of pain and misery. Now the officer’s smart boots were rapping on linoleum. At the corner, another officer came around, nearly colliding with them. He stopped and stared, then grabbed Ng’s arm and pulled him clear of the escorts.

‘Ng! What are you doing here, you little scallywag?’
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Captain Staples!’ gasped Ng.

‘Major Staples,’ the other grinned. ‘In the flesh. Cripes, you’re not a CT, are you?’

‘He’s in for questioning,’ said the officer.

Staples took Ng’s arm in a tight grip and propelled him down the corridor. ‘I’ll give him the once-over.’

‘Sir—’ protested the officer.

Staples interrupted: ‘I’ll handle him.’ He jabbed his finger at a guard. ‘You — get some tea. Inside, laddie.’

He took Ng into an office and pushed him into a chair. Staples was as Ng remembered, just a little fatter — no, more solid. The major collapsed into his own chair, gave a loud ‘phew’, and shook his head with the breezy chuckle that Ng knew so well.

‘You priceless little bugger.’

‘Good morning, Major Staples.’

Ng nearly added ‘pleased to see you again’, but would this chance encounter be pleasant? He glanced around. A simple cream-painted office, notices and photographs of known terrorists pinned around them — Ahmed’s among them. A framed photograph of Staples on the desk, in a black-and-khaki police uniform, standing before a wall of large blocks.

‘That’s me,’ grunted Staples, following his glance. ‘At the Wailing Wall, Jerusalem.’ He jabbed a thumb back towards the filing cabinet behind him and a short Japanese sword. ‘Remember that?’

The ambush, where I saved you from the one-armed officer. Is this good for me?

Staples chuckled again, and offered Ng a cigarette. Ng shook his head. ‘Still don’t smoke, still the puritan? I tried looking you up when I got here. Where’ve you been since the war ended?’ He held up a hand. ‘The truth laddie, no flannel.’

Ng knew Staples was no fool, so he quickly decided on a story which he could stick to. That he had spent some time looking for his brothers, in the hope that they might still be alive. Then worked as a shipping clerk, saving his money to go back to China. But the Communists were taking over, so he did not go. Learning that he was to be arrested, so, since then, working under an assumed name.

‘Complete with new ID papers?’

‘They are not difficult to get, Major.’

‘Needn’t have bothered. They were scooping everyone in, then. You’re not on file now, far as I know.’

‘That is a relief, Major.’


Staples leant back, considering. ‘Weren’t your lot Communists?’ He puffed on a cigarette, and the smoke laced up into his eyes. ‘Certainly gave a damn good impersonation of it.’

‘We disarmed when the war was over,’ said Ng. ‘Chengsai got a medal. I think he runs a laundry in Shanghai now.’

Staples laughed. ‘I can just imagine him slaving over a hot iron, Annie giving him hell about too much starch in the collars.’

Ng managed a smile. Then the tea arrived and, with a jocular ‘I’ll be mother’, Staples poured for them both. Ng made an effort not to be lulled into carelessness. Staples blew on his tea and sipped. ‘There’s a Chengsai in the jungle — or was until he got shot up. No details yet, but I heard they were a tough bunch.’

You know it’s the same Command. What game are you playing? Ng had been right to keep up his guard.

‘It’s a common-enough nickname.’ Ng fingered his slashed ear, then dropped his hand — that was a bad habit. ‘I don’t know where any of them are, now.’

‘Ahmed? He was in on the Lucas shooting.’ Staples suddenly broke off into a chuckle again. ‘And got seen off by a bus-load of old ladies, believe it or not.’

‘I don’t know, Major.’

‘Drink your tea, old son.’

Ng was beginning to wonder if this was all a carefully staged trick. But Staples chatted away. Only just back in Malaya, how the first plate of curry had given him the runs. Before then Palestine, giving Irgun and Stern terrorists the run-around. The world in a bigger mess than ever, the Socialists in England taxing every damn thing they could — God alone knew how he would save enough to retire.

Now he stubbed out his cigarette and cocked an eye at Ng. ‘I have to say you’re not on the hot-list.’ He frowned. ‘But if you’ve been up to no good, I can help — a pardon, new home in Canada or Australia, enough dosh to set you up for life. What about it?’

Ng made himself look anxious, even dismayed at losing the chance of a new beginning. But Staples had bosses, too — like that ‘Iron Broom’ — who might decide otherwise. And Ng knew in his heart that he could never betray his comrades.

‘That’s wonderful, Major. I only wish I could help.’

Staples shrugged. ‘Alright, Ng, you sound kosher. Look, Ng, you shot a Jap off me once, and I’m returning the favour. Out you go — door at the end marked Exit — and don’t make a liar out of me. Understand?’

‘Yes, Major Staples. Thank you.’ Ng got up. An innocent man would sound relieved. ‘I was very concerned. I would hate to meet the one they call “the Iron Broom”.’

Staples went down the corridor with him, his solid face creased in a grin. ‘The Iron Broom? You just have, old son.’
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Got a drink, Geoff?’

Olive marched in and plumped herself down in the same chair Ng had sat in. She was in full uniform now. Staples took out two glasses and a whisky bottle. Not the good stuff; he kept that for himself.

He watched as Olive downed half of hers, and sipped his own. Her face flushed, she was spoiling for a fight.

‘Geoff, he is a red-hot Red — he has all the connections!’

‘Perhaps you’re slipping.’ There was no harm in needling her a bit. ‘Four hours and all you got was an insult.’

He saw the flicker in her eyes: so he had heard about Ng’s jibe, and was adding salt to the wound. But she said nothing, and held out her glass to be refilled.

He smiled, but got a glare in return. Staples realized she might make a fuss with his seniors, so changed tack. ‘You’ll get squat out of Ng, Ollie. But you’re right, he’s red as they bloody get.’


‘So you let him go.’

‘I hope he thinks that.’ He paused. Stony silence.

Must I spell it out?

‘Yes, I let him go. Along with a top surveillance team. Ng knows the secrets that Chengsai did, and — with luck — he’ll lead us to his Command and we’ll clean up this area.’ Shame — I still like the little fellow.

He dragged his thoughts back: ‘They’re hanging the girl, Rana, tomorrow. That’s your sort of show, isn’t it?’

‘You’re a bastard, Staples.’

‘Full dress mandatory.’

He winced as the door slammed, then finished his glass. Ng might lead him to others, and Staples hoped he would. But his debt was paid: sobering to think that if he met Ng again it might be at the same type of formal event as tomorrow morning’s.
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Wrong to return here,’ said Yin softly. ‘The police are very good at following.’

‘They did — and lost me,’ replied Ng.

‘You cannot be sure.’

‘I am very sure.’

Ng had given the Japanese secret police the slip in the war years, and they were much better than the British. For a full day he had ducked down alleys, crossed roads full of traffic, and finally lost himself in the teeming crowds around the docks. He had discarded his jacket and wound a sweat band around his head to conceal his torn ear.

One question burned to be asked: ‘How did they know about Sew?’

‘An informer, perhaps?’ Yin paused, his dark eyes on Ng. They were in the back room of a spice merchant’s shop, amid the cloying smell of cloves. Yin wiped his face and spoke carefully. ‘Perhaps they did not have to follow.’


‘What?’ breathed Ng, puzzled, then flaring at the implication. ‘No!’

‘You would not be the first comrade to talk. We under stand. A man can be tortured only so long.’

Ng knew that was true. Comrades who broke might be forgiven — if never fully trusted again. ‘I was not tortured,’ he said, ‘just smacked.’

‘By the fruit-name woman,’ said Yin softly. He paused for just a beat. ‘They hanged Rana this morning.’

Shouts came from the shop as the merchant haggled with a buyer over the price of ginseng, and Yin watched Ng keenly for any sign of emotion. Yes, he has more to say.

‘Ng, one of our people was near Sew’s shop when he sacrificed himself. You were in the crowd with a well-known police agent. Had you realized who she was?’

‘No. She tricked me.’ Ng breathed deeply. He had handled matters badly, and needed to be honest. ‘I saw one of the soldiers who were in the photograph of the heads. I intended to get around the crowd and kill him.’

Yin looked at him curiously. In the shop, the argument had moved on to lychee nuts. He half-listened, because if the merchant began talking about melon seeds that meant police were near. Ng’s answer puzzled him. ‘You gave way to the bourgeois concept of personal revenge?’

‘Chengsai and Annie were my leaders,’ said Ng. Almost parents, he added to himself.

‘Comrade, nothing excuses bourgeois thoughts.’


Still, it was unlikely that Ng had dreamt it up. Their own people in the prison had verified Ng’s story; among them the Sikh who had stood behind Ng’s chair during the interrogation. Also that Ng was tailed, but — perhaps — had slipped his trackers.

‘You must return to the jungle,’ said Yin.

‘What about the PIATs?’

‘They are not coming.’

The crates had contained lead pipes; somebody forgetting to check the merchandise a final time before paying. The disappointment on Ng’s face was further proof that he had not turned.

‘Was anyone else caught? Soolat — is he alright?’

Yin actually smiled. ‘Yes. I’m going to his birthday party tonight. He’s twenty-one.’

‘Give him my compliments.’

‘I will. Now let us talk of getting you out.’

 

‘Coming up there now, sir.’

Staples nodded.

He was annoyed at losing Ng. Even tearing strips off a red-faced Susan Peng had done no good at all. The slippery little eel got away. Olive would make trouble. He needed results — and soon.

Pulling in Soolat would help. They had known about him because the idiot had telephoned his ‘anonymous’ reports from the same public telephone-box every time. Getting tabs on Min Yuen’s leadership would compensate for losing Ng. He smiled and met the eye of Captain Cromer, seated beside him. ‘Fancy some birthday cake?’

They were near the café; Malay constables already on the door. Even so, Staples hitched up his gun-belt and undid the holster-flap. He never took chances since those two Stern Gang assassins back in Palestine.

The Malay constables saluted as they went in. The little round tables had plates of food; guests and waiters were huddled together in the corner. Someone whispered ‘Iron Broom’ and Staples smelt the fear. Whichever CT had coined that nickname had done him no end of a favour. A white-faced police inspector came from out back.

‘Back room sir, where they hold the special events. But—’

Staples was already pushing past that ‘but’, thrusting the inspector and a plastic curtain aside to enter a long, low-ceilinged room, Cromer at his heels. Light came from a small overhead bulb, and candles were set along the table. There were more in the cake, almost burned down to the pink icing. Plates with food, a clutter of beer and wine bottles.

Soolat was still at the head of the table, and Staples surveyed him gloomily. Had it been one wrong word, or maybe showing too much money for a poor mess-boy? For Soolat’s body sat motionless, a solitary candle burning in front. From beside Staples, Cromer whistled and pushed his cap back.


‘Cripes all-bloody-mighty. At his own birthday party?’

Staples sighed. ‘The comrades love these little touches. Probably sang “Happy Birthday” while they killed him.’
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They struck the village just after dawn. Two village women who were fetching water saw them, and, over the crash of their breaking pots, Ng took one section of fighters across the stream. The other, under Oong, came in from the bush and down the main street. Villagers were screaming, and an excited recruit tripped, firing his rifle into the ground.

Fool! The plantation security forces would hear that — now they would have to move quickly. Shouting orders: grab the rifles and ammunition, the sacks of rice! But some of the recruits stumbled, looking around as the villagers ran into the street. A rifle-shot came, then a burst of sten-fire.

‘Oong — the food-store!’ Ng yelled.

Oong nodded, his spectacles flashing, angry at the lack of discipline. Ng snapped orders to his own team, secretly pleased that Oong would be severely criticized that night. But for now to get out — quickly.


A cadre ran past, holding a long, green ammunition box; another with an armload of rifles. Old wartime Enfields, noted Ng; Home Guards never got the good weapons. Others running out of the food-store with the big yellow sacks of rice, one tripping, rice flying everywhere. Ng looked back. Was that the distant sound of engines? Then cutting across this came a scream of pain.

The school-house door was swinging open, and he ran over. A triumphant Gum was there, standing over a woman who was screaming and writhing. Gum threw a defiant look at Ng as she ran past, shattering a glass bottle on the floor as she went.

The sound of engines were quickly growing louder. Ng blew his whistle, beckoning the cadres to fall back. His own team was coming up the street, hustling the recruits before them — as he had planned — then a big lorry swinging into view across the stream, with soldiers leaping off. Ng aimed carefully and fired a long burst of sten-fire. The lorry lurched sideways into the ditch, engine stalling. Ng aimed again at the soldiers, some already in firing position — trained men, from their reactions. One threw himself sideways as bullets puckered the mud and water around him.

Withdraw! A bullet pinged beside Ng. Now he was among forest cover, skipping over the booby-traps laid the night before. The soldiers would see them — they were meant to — and think that they were being led into an ambush.

But Ng was distracted by what Gum had done. It was wrong: actions like that needed permission. But to say anything would appear to be weak, which was exactly what Oong and Gum wanted. So he would merely chide about Oong needing to organize his men better — and then impose half-rations, because they had lost food because of Oong’s bad planning. They would blame Oong for that, too.

The rear-guard closed around him. The screaming still followed him as he ran quickly into the safe darkness of the forest. Oong must be stupid to think that Ng would fall for such an obvious trick — but Oong would never have dared do that when Chengsai commanded.

 

Jamie had been growling about nurse-maiding Pommy plantation owners when they heard the shots. Leydon shouted an ambush warning as the lorry rolled off down the road. Murdie drove, hunched over the wheel, a cigarette hanging out his mouth.

More scattered shots, and they were at the village, bullets flying, Murdie yelling as the lorry swerved into the ditch. Leydon yelling, too: Out, skirmish line! The truck still moving when Peter and Jamie leapt down, the others tumbling behind them. Peter feeling that fire within him, making him not care about the prospect of death.

Ahead, dark-clad figures and stuttering sten-fire. Jamie cursed as the bullets threw mud up into his face. Peter aimed and fired at a single dark-clad figure ahead, who slipped from sight into the bush; but he knew better than to follow too quickly.

‘Firth, Hayes!’ yelled Leydon and pointed ahead.

Lead scouts: Peter registered the dubious compliment as he took on the task. Ducking from doorway to doorway, looking for booby-traps, Jamie behind him, whistling tunelessly as he always did. Scared faces appearing in doorways now, dogs barking, and a baby howling. A choking noise somewhere. A burst bag of rice outside the food-store: careful, it might be a trap. Some rifles in the street, unlike the CTs to leave them: booby-trapped?

‘Hit-and-run, I think,’ breathed Leydon behind him. ‘Hell, what’s that?’

The choking noise they had heard was now drowned out by loud screams coming from inside the school-house. Peter kicked the door open, Jamie beside him. Two sarong-wrapped women were bending over the source of the screams.

What they saw defied belief. Peter staggered out to the main street, reeling.

‘Acid,’ Jamie said shortly, then slapped Peter’s hand. ‘Come on, mate, you’ll see worse than that.’ Over the stream, Murdie was backing the truck out of the ditch. ‘Silly bugger, always ballsing up,’ the ex-sergeant growled.

Peter doubted he would ever see anything like the school-house scene again. He also knew that he would sketch the scene that night — and that it would make him feel worse.

The path to Eldorado did not lie in this village street.


 

A good site for an ambush, thought Ng. He glanced at Shin Maeda, motionless beside him, eyes slitted against the little black flies. Shin was from another band, and Ng did not like him. Many Japanese had joined at war’s end rather than surrender, and certainly there was nobody better with a machine-gun than Shin. But the Dalforce Chinese had been machine-gunned, and Ng couldn’t help but wonder if Shin had been one of the killers.

This time, Shin had a bren trained on the bend in the road. The little convoy coming out of the jungle road would not expect them this close to town. And why did the British think everyone celebrated Christmas? They would be thinking about drinks in the officers’ mess. Ng smiled. Some officers in this group had shot innocent villagers: they would get the punishment they deserved.

Rashid raised a hand from his end. The convoy was in sight. Ng had his own team on this ambush; Oong could see how it was really done. He could hear the trucks now, and thought back to that Japanese convoy they had ambushed, with Staples beside him. Ng’s lips set grimly. He must never be caught again. He would die first.

Now the first truck nosed around the bend. It was open-backed, with a dozen Malay constables sitting in the back, their rifles trailing in their hands. Then three of the long, black staff-cars, and behind them another truck and more constables. He squinted through his binoculars, glimpsing peaked officers’ caps in the first car. Good: a uniformed driver and a passenger in the second — in red?

The first truck was bumping into view now. Ng remained silent; Shin knew when to fire — also that they would not have much time before a response team arrived from the town. The new British armoured half-tracks moved fast.

The truck noise louder — closer. Click-click. Shin pulling back the cocking handle, finger tightening around the trigger.

The sudden, loud jar of the bren. Yes, Shin is an artist. His first burst exploding the windscreen, the truck swerving; shifting fire to the troops in the back as the truck rammed into the ditch. Around them rifle shots, Rashid’s bren at the far end, taking out the other truck. Shin changing clips, a short burst into the lead car, the second crashing into it. Then he gasped.

The second car was stopping, and a bulky red figure was getting out. A red suit trimmed in white, a red cap, and thick white beard. The figure running back, clear of the car, and turning to fire a revolver. Shin’s bullets pranced dirt around the red leggings, and the figure toppled.

Ng blew his whistle. Go!

His team were running in. A shot, another, and a soldier rolled off the truck. The rifles being snatched up already. Ng shouted to fire the truck, running forward to the first car, Webley in hand. Everyone dead. A cadre was already taking the guns out.

The second car, Shin behind him, the bren upraised. Movement in the back; he cocked his revolver and saw three children cowering there, wide-eyed and terrified, the girl holding a sarong-clad doll, one boy a little fire-engine. Ng pushed Shin aside. No children. Shin gave him a blank look, but stepped back.

Ng blew his whistle again. Time to go. He looked over at the red-clad figure: this person had been brave enough to get out of the car and draw the fire away from the children, knowing he would die.

Rashid came running up. ‘Ready to go?’ He looked down at the red-garbed figure. ‘Who is that?’

‘Father Christmas,’ said Ng, and on impulse rolled the body over. He pulled the false beard away and drew in his breath sharply.

‘Do you know him?’ asked Rashid.

Ng nodded. ‘Not him — her. Come on.’

Olive had played her last game.
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Peter hated river patrols. The slimy mud clung to his boots with every step he took. Iridescent dragonflies moved on the surface, but black leeches lurked below. Midges danced in their uncounted thousands, getting in his ears and up his nose. Nothing like the clean and heroic wars of Barry’s schoolboy comics.

A CT unit had ambushed Home Guards from a rubber plantation. Their old shot-guns were no match for stens. The CTs had shown their contempt for the old weapons by leaving them unbroken. ‘We tell them to fight for their homes and land,’ muttered Jamie. ‘Why not just give them bows and arrows?’

The CTs would be some hours ahead now, and Leydon had no intention of falling into their trap by plunging into the forest after them. But they had to follow deep enough to show the CTs that they would be pursued every time. Leydon had angled into heavy bush, following the faintest of trails; once, their tracker pulled a little shred of clothing from the wait-a-bit thorns. They would cross the river and wait until nightfall for any tell-tale signs of smoke, of evening meals being cooked.

So now they were across the river and up the other bank. A long, skinny yellow lizard whipped away, and Peter tensed. Could have been a snake, the little Malaysian krait was a killer — literally. ‘Only one good thing about being bitten by them,’ Jamie had grunted once, ‘you’re dead before you know it.’

Now they were on the far bank, brown ooze running from their boots. A stench of rotting grass and mud clung to them. Ahead, something in the bush stuck out at an awkward angle. Leydon motioned them forward, and Jamie touched corroded alloy.

‘Jap aircraft, twin-engined bomber by the look of it, been there a long time.’

Leydon came over, and with Peter looked at the tattered fuselage body and the bulbous Perspex cockpit. Inside were the skeletal remains of the crew.

Peter looked back to Leydon, then back across the river at the faintest flicker and movement.

‘Ambush! Down!’

Bren-fire pock-marked the muddy water and whiplashed the reeds. Jamie was already on the ground, snaking forwards. On the far bank, unseen fire puckered through broad-leafed plants and Harris screamed obscenities, grabbing at his shattered kneecap. The ambush had let them through. Suckered, well and truly suckered, thought Leydon grimly.

Peter had crashed sideways, through the rotting bulk of the old aircraft, his boots crunching on bone. Seeing bullets spouting around Jamie — No, not my mate! — and standing, smashing through the cockpit window, one foot through the rusted floor. Firing his sten as he did.

Even well-braced, stens were an inaccurate gun, exploding their bullets in long sprays. And a derelict plane was certainly not a good firing platform. Peter directed his fire at the puckering leaves, and something bucketed out — a bren, sliding into the water. His trigger clicking empty, he slammed in a new clip and fired along the river-line.

They were firing back, bullets zipping like hornets. Returning fire, and cold exulting fire within him, daring the bullets to strike him. New clip, then a grenade, a foot skidding through the rotting floor as he pulled out the pin, braced and threw. The grenade arching high over the river, like a cricket ball. Keep your eye on the ball, Hayes—

The explosion, and fighting instinct telling him that he had been standing too long. Charging forwards, fragments of cloudy Perspex disintegrating, landing on the soft ground, pushing his sten out. Better fired prone anyway, glimpsing movement in that heightened way of combat, and the metal butt jarring against his shoulder as he fired the full clip.

CTs falling. And it was over.

Silence, sudden and absolute, cut by the squawk of a water-bird, then silence again. Some cursing from Harris, and Leydon yelling for his men to return fire into the jungle, before realizing there was no more firing. Report their position, sit tight, another group would be along. Get the medic to Harris.

‘Well done, Hayes,’ Leydon whispered, and went further up the line.

Jamie looked at Peter, his eyes bright in his black-muddened face. ‘The beer is definitely on you tonight,’ he muttered.

Peter realized he was grinning bashfully. Of the two compliments, he preferred Jamie’s, even though it would cost him. The sense of joyful exultation ebbing now, but he had felt it — maybe as the knight had, riding into combat. He had fought and taken out two CTs — the second killed as he tried to save his friend.

He knew that later he would think about that instant decision to kill. He would think about his other face of combat — and death.

 

Dinner that night was cold rice-balls and as much steamed reed-grass as they could eat. Ng had a full stomach, but knew the reed-grass would not satisfy for long. But food was short, and the monkeys always beat them to ripening fruit.

He winced at the sounds coming from the hospital shack where the injured were being treated by torchlight. He winced again, remembering the riverbank. They should have won, but had been cut to pieces.

Ng forced his thoughts back to the scene at the control hut and his silent group of senior cadres. They had been tight-lipped and downcast, even sullen, because this should have been a victory. They had let the New Zealand soldiers through their lines, hidden so well that even the tracker had not seen them — leaving just enough clues. Got them in the river, but they had moved up a little too slowly. Even so …

That Kiwi soldier who saw us — shooting so well from the old aircraft wreck … What was that phrase Chengsai used?

‘Our ambush was like half-cooked rice: good for nothing. We let the troops get to the far bank — even so we could have cut them down. But movement!’ Here, his eyes went to a glowering, sullen-faced Gum. ‘They are good troops now, we cannot make mistakes. Four killed and five wounded — they had no losses.’

Gum stood. ‘My fault, Comrade Commander. My bren caught on vines as I cocked it, the soldier in the aircraft saw me.’ Gum had a cotton bandage around her head where a bullet had scored across her black hair. ‘I take full responsibility for the failure. I trained young Mei—’ she broke off.

‘You are no longer section head until you learn more discipline,’ Ng said.

Gum simply nodded, but he could sense her seething thoughts. She already considered herself too low in the command system, given her years of service. But he had not forgotten what she had done at that village. He spoke again, to them all. ‘We must be more careful. The Imperialist troops are learning fast. Their support team came up quickly, and we were nearly the hunted. We will discuss this further at the meeting.’

They all rose and left. Ng pulled some lined yellow paper towards him, the red star at the top. He began writing his report for Central Command on the Thai border, not that they would see it for weeks. He would take full responsibility and let them replace him if they chose. Four dead was too many.

A huge moth fluttered around inside his hut, and little geckos scampered across the walls. The ink from his pen ran, the nib digging into the soft paper. Silence now from the medical hut; then Nor, the medical officer, appeared at the door. She silently shook her head and went again.

Ng looked at what he had written: four dead. He sighed and made the alterations: five dead, four wounded. At least Gum had spoken up. She was difficult, but a good comrade at heart. Still, she had to be punished — they could not afford to lose like that again.

He remembered the soldier whose sten had blazed from inside the plane’s shadows. Ng had stripped the machine-guns from the bomber when it had crashed. He had read the Party reports on New Zealanders. Colonial lackeys of their British masters, brutal and uneducated and fighting only for money or beer; cannon-fodder for the Americans and too stupid to realize it. But they had fought well — that young soldier reacting so quickly that the hunters had become the hunted.

Good fighters, perhaps, but without ideals and spirit. Still, there was one soldier he wanted to meet: the man in the photograph. He had not forgotten that.
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If I never see the sodding jungle for the rest of my sodding life, it’ll be too sodding soon,’ whispered Murdie.

‘Shut up!’ hissed Jamie.

He gestured for the others to hunker down as he looked around. Beside him, Peter fought back a smile at seeing those newly-stitched corporal-stripes. Jamie was taking no chance at losing them again.

Leydon had asked Peter if he wanted to be corporal, but he had declined. No rank, not even the Army anymore. He just said Jamie would be a better non-com, and his friend had grinned as he sewed on the stripes. ‘Soon have you lapping that parade-ground again,’ he promised with an evil leer.

Now Jamie was consulting his compass and map. Leydon had sent them to scout this area for guerrillas, and, despite his thoughts, Peter was fully alert. Not even a tiger moved more silently than a CT. He rubbed his hand down the other sleeve, hiding his tattoo. It was a habit now. Murdie rubbed a hand over his face, sweating freely, even for the humid jungle air.

Jamie signalled them forward. Peter rose — did Murdie hesitate a little before following?

 

Ng did not know who had built this little stone temple deep in the forest; many gods abounded in this region. The roof had fallen in, and green creeper entwined the crumbling walls. Nobody worshipped here now, but it made a good dead-letter drop for Min Yuen. Yet Ng paused. Close by, he had seen a half-outlined boot-print in the soft ground. A patrol had been this way, so care was needed.

He frowned. The Imperialist patrols were reaching deeper into the jungle; as leader, he must consider the implications of being forced further back. If he did not, then Oong — who wanted the leadership — would be swift to criticize. Ng knew he still had the unswerving loyalty of Ahmed, but it was an added strain. The others did not care, and Shin the Japanese never voiced an opinion. Ng pulled out the loose brick and slipped the oilskin envelope behind it.

Being forced back would stretch their supply lines. And training the new recruits required time. Then there was food — they could not live off the jungle. Ng grimaced at the thought of steamed reed-grass. He slipped silently out of the ruined shrine and down to the water, keeping a wary lookout. Oong and Shin were gathering food nearby, and there must be no accidental shooting.


Something rustled in the reeds, and Ng tensed — a little turtle, headed for the water. His parang came down: anything was food for the Command. A distant noise floated towards him, and he tensed sharply. Not a bird-call; it was a human cry. His thumb touched the safety-catch of his sten. If the patrol was still here, he must check where they were headed. Ng crept on, down the twisting track to the water.

 

Murdie flapped his hand, nudged hard by Jamie to bite off another cry. He met the level gaze of the other patrol members. ‘Geeze, lads, might’ve been a snake.’

‘If you drop dead, let me know,’ Jamie growled. He looked around. ‘Okay, Leydon wants this area checked out. Murdie, stay here. Seddon, Blake, we’ll go up to the ridge. Peter, just to the river, get it?’

Peter nodded. Normally he would have paired, but not with Murdie. Anyone who yelled from a wasp sting was not safe company in the jungle; he would be safer alone. Following the faint pig-trail to the river, he kept in the shadows and trod with extreme care. Ahead, towards the river, the jungle was opening out.

Across the clearing lay a massive felled teak, crumbling, rotten, and crawling with ants. As he touched the trunk, it split open, revealing fat white grubs. Droppings caught his eye, and he examined them — but they were animal and hard, and crawling with little yellow beetles. He moved carefully to the riverbank, knowing that CTs cut the reed-grass there.

 

The river — scarcely more than a wide creek — was about two metres across, and the water ran clear. Peter waded across, the water swirling at his knees, careful to avoid splashing. Reaching the other bank, he checked the clumps of reed-grass for signs of it being cut, putting his gun down as he checked. Utter silence, looking around — glimpsing movement — looking straight at the young Chinese CT coming out from cover at the same time. And with a giddy, sick jolt seeing the CT’s sten-gun swinging up at him, the finger tightening, then bracing himself for the awful shock, knowing he was mortal, too late to bring up his own gun.

Then the CT’s finger tightening again — jammed? But it could unjam, again, and he had no time to grab for his gun. So, forwards — a flying leap at the young Chinese, who had had the same idea. They collided and rolled over into the bright, splashing water. Peter lashed out with his fist; it connected against ribs. A flash, a parang slashing against his arm.

Ng snarled, dropping the useless sten and pulling out his parang as he leapt across. The soldier had the same idea — he knew that face — then they banged together. A wild slash, a fist thudding in his ribs, a tiny green frog springing away. On they fought.


Throwing the CT back against the bank, lashing out with his boot. The parang flying into the bank, Peter snatching out his own knife and stabbing forward.

Oong, Shin — where are you!

Hell — Jamie, Russ!

The CT twisted back, snatching up his parang, and suddenly gave an awful screeching yell.

‘You! The photo—’

Peter froze; that single moment, Ng threw himself away, grabbing for his parang.

The photo—

Suddenly this was personal. They faced each other, hissing.

‘I’ll stick you — stick you!’ Peter gasped.

‘Then cut off my head?’ jeered Ng. The image of Annie returned with fury. ‘And take another photograph?’

Peter registered the accusation, even while fighting for his life. ‘No — didn’t even see it done—’

‘Liar!’

‘I was in the command hut, getting papers—’ He broke off, his feet skidding on the soft bank. Recovering his balance, he continued: ‘Didn’t want to be snapped—’

‘Snapped!’

‘You know, picture taken — photographed — that was wrong!’

They were still circling each other, Ng skidding, too, and recovering. Both flicking their eyes about for comrades, hearing each other’s hissing breath.


‘We do not take heads—’

‘No, you chop off arms — and worse!’ Peter countered. The CT was handling the parang with deadly skill. ‘But you’re right, I should have said something!’

‘You’d be dead if my sten worked.’

‘Bloody unreliable,’ returned Peter.

‘British-made!’ snapped Ng.

Against the normal sounds of the jungle, they circled, both aware that something was changing, something indefinable, which was stopping them from wanting to kill each other.

How can I kill him? He is no longer faceless, Peter thought.

Why even think of not fighting now, just when he is loosening his grip on his knife, losing focus? thought Ng. Why hesitate now?

‘You were there to arrest Old Sew.’ Ng needed to reignite his anger. ‘He could not stand more torture—’

‘Torture?’ echoed Peter. ‘No, I was getting my fortune told. You know the stuff: Dragons, hares—’

He pulled his torn sleeve and Ng saw the Bugs Bunny tattoo, the cut from his parang now slicing the manic grin. You will know him, Sew had said. Around him, the heat of the forest simmered to a glassy smoothness, all the noise seeming to fade, only his own voice sounding loud: ‘Fire Hare …’ There’s something here. Something. I don’t want to kill him now. Party training says kill, but a voice inside of me is saying no. And he does not want to kill me.

The soldier was speaking again. ‘There are things you want to know — things I want to know. Truce: we talk?’

‘Yes — we talk.’

Darkness was gathering, and Ng was feeling emotions he did not understand. The soldier looked puzzled, too.

Wary as a stalking cat, Ng picked up his sten by the barrel. Peter — with equal care — picked up his own the same way.

This is stupid, this is wrong. I will be finished if Oong sees us. Watching as the soldier’s lips moved. ‘What are you smiling at?’

‘Myself,’ said the soldier. ‘What is your name?’

‘Ng. Yours?’

‘Peter.’ Registering: Ng! This scowling youth was the feared regional leader? Yes, the ear, the prison photo … Peter became aware he was gaping, and shut his mouth.

He knows who I am. Ng repressed a grim tingle of satisfaction — pride was not allowed — and looked around at the gathering darkness. ‘We cannot talk here. I know a place.’

 

Captain Leydon squatted in the clearing, his sten across his knees, lighting a cigarette. He coughed. Those Straits fags were strong — he’d be hacking like his dad before long. ‘You tracked him to the water?’

Jamie nodded. ‘Yes, sir. Too dark to see much. He knows the drill: go to ground until morning.’

Leydon nodded. Peter was a good soldier, not likely to press on into jungle without cover. There’d been no sounds of violence — and if there were CTs around, he wasn’t about to start playing hide-and-seek in the dark. ‘Alright, we’re here for the night. No fires, post sentries.’

Jamie nodded and got up. Leydon coughed as the cigarette smoke rasped down his throat. Murdie would have to go: his type always cracked under pressure. He could also guess how Jamie Firth was feeling: Hayes was a mate. Well, tomorrow would sort that out, too.

The troop-carrier was only half an hour away, but he wasn’t leaving until he knew what had happened to Hayes. A damn good soldier, but somehow not the Army type. Even so, it wasn’t like Hayes to break routine.

Something drastic must have happened.

 

Jamie Firth was thinking that, too, as he posted sentries. Peter could be strange, even off-hand — but he was still a mate. Jamie badly wanted nothing to be wrong.

He came back and stopped beside Murdie. The other, eating from a can, looked up sullenly at his soft whisper. ‘Murdie, if something’s happened to Peter, I’ll have your guts for garters.’

He grinned humourlessly, and went on to report to Leydon.
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Peter gave a start at a sharp rattling sound from the forest.

Ng smiled. ‘A bird-call — it will not harm you. A leopard would — but you would not hear it.’

Peter nodded, still sensing the surreal nature of this encounter. How much he could trust Ng? He doesn’t trust me at all! But Ng had found them shelter and food to eat. Peter was also sensing, despite his caution, that he could trust Ng.

They were inside the little stone temple. By unspoken consent, each had placed his sten just beyond arm’s reach. The walls would hide a little fire, Ng calculated; so he lit one with dead wood that would not smoke. ‘The fire will keep animals away,’ he said, then looked sharply at Peter. ‘Or do you think it will bring my friends?’

Peter shrugged, although still wary. Other CTs would know about this place, so he sat, his knife stuck in his boot, with his back to the crumbling stonework — and with a good view of the entrance. Ng saw this, but made no comment. A soldier should be prepared, but if Peter started something, Ng would finish it — with his parang.

Dinner was the turtle Ng had found, cracking it out of its shell and grilling it over the fire. The meat was reddish and sweet, and left Peter’s hands covered with grease.

‘Good, but sticky,’ said Ng. Each sipped tepid water from their canteens and looked at each other.

Peter saw a thin-faced, slightly built man with short black hair and a gashed ear. Small jungle sores spotted his face, but his wiry body looked agile — and Peter had already seen how fast he could move. The black eyes were full of sharp intelligence, the thin mouth set hard; there was a contained but restless energy about him. The threadbare green uniform was neatly patched, and he handled himself with the assurance of a trained fighter.

In his turn, Ng saw a young man whose sun-tanned brown face contrasted with grey-blue eyes and fair hair. His body was lean and strong, the wide, sensitive mouth was that of an artist. Never at ease within himself, thought Ng. Again and again, Ng’s eyes were drawn to the Fire Hare tattoo, and he pondered the coincidence. Just coincidence, but it had stopped them fighting — so far.

Peter rubbed his greasy hands on the ground, covering them with dirt. He poured a little water over them and it ran off. Ng tore up a long clump of grass and passed it over. Peter rubbed his hands and threw the grass into the fire. It burned with a fierce little sputter, and he smiled. Ng looked over sharply.

‘What are you smiling at now?’

‘Trust between enemies,’ said Peter.

Trust? ‘Why are you fighting here, Peter? This is not your land.’

Indeed: why? ‘Orders. Well, I volunteered — I wanted to come.’

‘As a paid hireling of your capitalist masters! What we call a running dog — committing crimes against the people.’

Peter knew that none of his reasons would make sense to the intense man before him. ‘You’re doing a pretty good job of killing people yourself. What are your reasons?’

Ng answered impatiently: ‘I am Chinese Malayan. We have no legal rights and cannot own land. We can be deported without notice, even though we have lived here for hundreds of years — even though we fought hard in the war. Tamils, Indians, the same. Are those good reasons?’

He waited for Peter’s tentative nod before continuing. ‘We fight for the rights of all common people against Imperialistic colonial rule. After the war, people were starving because profiteers had cornered all the grain stocks. When the people protested, many were shot and killed by British troops. Did that happen in New Zealand?’

Peter rubbed some more muck off his hands. ‘No.’

‘Would you shoot starving, unarmed New Zealand people, Peter? I fight for ideals, and you fight for greedy capitalists who oppress the workers.’


‘I’ve seen a rubber-worker with his arms chopped off,’ muttered Peter.

‘A lesson to others. You shoot innocent villagers,’ retorted Ng. ‘How is it law for you and terror with us?’

Peter shifted uncomfortably against the hard stone work. The fire flickered and, overhead, large moths circled and bunted against each other, and mosquitoes sang for his blood in his ears. He was in for a long, sleepless night — and a longer argument with someone who had all the answers. Such a strange situation, he thought, and smiled.

‘Still smiling?’ said Ng, scowling.

Peter nodded. ‘At life.’

And it was such a strange night that Peter decided to tell Ng all about himself. So he began to talk, forgetting his dirty fingers or to keep a hand near his knife. He talked of his father, killed in Singapore; his mother, and her affair with the teacher. Roy’s sudden and bloody death. Not knowing his birth-parents. Joining the Army to find acceptance in uniform. Coming here to be with his comrades— He broke off and looked over at his companion.

Ng was no longer scowling, but was thinking. He has no good reason to be here that the Party would recognize. But I have lost my family, too — and at least I know who my parents were. I, too, saw violence and yet still wanted acceptance. And Chengsai and Annie were like parents, and I lost them. Are we so different?

Ng put the last of the wood on the fire. Ants swarmed out of it to instantly shrivel in the heat. And as crackling sparks drifted like fire-flies and the mosquitoes shrilled, he talked about his dead parents and his own brothers killed in Singapore. How the Party had become a second family and a complete way of life. And that — saying this with a defiant flourish — his ideals were a better and complete way of life.

‘Are there a lot of people like us?’ said Peter softly. ‘Driven by other forces, doing what others want. Isn’t the best choice the one we make ourselves?’

Ng frowned, not angrily this time, but thinking about what Peter was saying. These thoughts went against what he knew, but somehow they tuned into his own doubts. He must think carefully before answering.

A distant, throaty cough interrupted his contemplation, and he looked over to where it came from.

‘Leopard,’ he whispered. ‘Won’t attack two people and a fire.’

‘Ng,’ asked Peter, unsure why the words came to his lips, ‘have you ever thought about jacking all this in?’

‘Jacking?’

‘Stopping — just leaving the whole damn mess behind you?’

Ng’s lips formed a ‘no’, then he pressed them tight. He remembered the old astrologer and smiled.

‘Now what are you smiling at, Ng?’

Ng pushed back his sleeve to show the entwining dragon, its tail ending in the crook of his elbow. ‘Old Sew said I should look for a Fire Hare,’ he replied, ‘and here we are talking like friends.’

Peter nodded. ‘I never did find out what my destiny was. But he talked about the Earth Dragon and the Fire Hare—’

‘He thought we were somehow linked by our star-charts.’

‘How?’ asked Peter.

Ng thought. ‘The Fire Hare is not easily provoked; is cautious, clever, and can be aggressive.’ And shallow. Would you finish what you began, Peter?

Peter caught a wistful tone in Ng’s words.

And you, Ng? The Dragon?’

Ng sighed, and looked into the fire as if it were a mirror. ‘Many things. Extrovert, fearless, too proud …’ He paused, before adding, ‘And solitary.’

‘Solitary?’ echoed Peter. ‘I am solitary, too — I know now I always have been.’

‘So have I. Earth Dragon or otherwise.’

Ng grinned. Suddenly — neither sure who made the first movement — they clasped hands over the flames and gripped tight until the heat broke their hold.

I can trust this man, thought Ng. It was not a conscious thought, though, but one of instinct. It was trust of a sort he was unused to.

‘You take the first watch … Fire Hare,’ he said.

Then he lay down, carefully near his parang, and shut his eyes, although only to better ponder his strange thoughts. Greatly to his surprise, however, he fell asleep and woke in the early light of morning.


 

Waking, Ng was straightaway aware of two things. That, opposite him, Peter was still awake — and that his sten was missing. Peter appeared to be writing something in a notebook, and he smiled at Ng’s sudden tension, pointing over to where both of their stens were leaning against the collapsed side-wall.

‘Unjammed, too,’ said Peter.

Ng said nothing. It was impossible not to respect Peter for that, and now, tucking a pencil back in his tunic pocket, Peter showed him what he had been doing. It was a sketch of Ng, a good one, and Ng fought back a pleased smile. It was the first time he had been sketched — then instinct reasserted itself, and he tore the page out.

‘I can’t let you keep this.’

‘I was doing it for you anyway. Here.’

He broke a chocolate bar in half and offered a share. Ng shook his head, as it occurred to him that if Peter had got close enough to take his sten, he must have seen the revolver, outlined under his sweat-soaked shirt. Feeling slightly ashamed, he pulled the gun out and laid it to one side — he would return the trust.

Peter’s mouth was full of chocolate. Seeing the revolver was an unpleasant shock, but he did not comment. He drank a little water and offered his canteen to Ng. The other shook his head, bringing out his own.

You’re still wary of me, then, thought Peter. Now Ng showed the revolver, butt-first, over the grey ashes of the campfire.

‘You see the initials: GS?’ He waited for Peter’s nod. ‘A British officer called Staples gave me this in the war — now he is doing his best to kill me. Yet,’ he frowned, because these thoughts were also strange, ‘he is not a truly bad man.’

‘Are you happy to be a fighter?’ Peter asked suddenly.

‘Happy?’ A thought struck Ng. ‘You will not get me to surrender with promises of money.’

‘Stuff money!’ the other snapped. ‘We want to kill each other because other people say we must.’

‘I fight for a purpose,’ muttered Ng.

‘If you believed that, I’d be dead now.’ Peter stood up and picked up his sten — barrel-first, Ng noticed. ‘My people’ll be looking for me.’

Ng nodded; his would be, too. They stamped out the fire, and suddenly Peter spoke again. ‘Ng, have you ever thought about just finding out about this whole bloody world?’

Why do his crazy words make sense in my brain? I know a hundred good Party arguments to counter this — I should not even be listening to him! ‘Where would you go?’

‘Anywhere. Just drop my gun and start walking. Thailand, Egypt, Turkey, South America … Live life, owe not a damn thing, and never make judgments. Just find out about myself — hell, I’ve got nobody.’

Neither do I. ‘You would have to plan—’

‘No! When you plan, you have to think of reasons.’ Peter paused bitterly. ‘I put on this uniform for the wrong reasons: security, rubbish like that. All I did was fool myself — and then kill people I didn’t have to.’

 

They began walking back to the creek, Ng noting the noise and pulse of the jungle. Monkeys in the high trees, eating papaya; here, the pug-marks of the leopard that they had heard; there, the droppings of the tapir it might have been hunting. Now a swirl of dancing blue butterflies contrasting with the stink of rotting vegetation.

They stopped ahead of the creek. It seemed natural for Peter to step forward and look around.

I could still shoot him, thought Ng, take his gun. That would show Oong who was in command. But — chilling as he realized this — I would be killing my partner. Would I also be killing half of myself?

Peter turned. ‘This is goodbye?’

‘We cannot meet again.’ Then, without even knowing where the words were coming from, Ng added: ‘Peter, you can’t just start walking to Thailand.’

The note in Ng’s voice made Peter glance over. Astonishingly, Ng was grinning, so he grinned back — awkwardly, then with a sudden warmth. ‘If I did, would you come along?’

Ng laughed. ‘What would a Malay-Chinese freedom-fighter and a New Zealand soldier do together?’

‘Ride boldly,’ said Peter, then self-consciously quoted the last six lines of the poem.


Ng listened intently, but shook his head. ‘This man looked for something he never found.’

‘We are all looking for something, Ng. We could find out that we’re not so different — that politics don’t matter.’

‘Peter, our politics—’

Ng suddenly threw himself down, flattening behind a big clump of reed-grass. Peter’s gaze was drawn to a sudden flicker of movement over the creek; uniformed figures separating themselves from the dappled sunlight-streaked mass of jungle.

‘Peter, you canny sod!’ shouted Jamie Firth. ‘Find a pub or something?’
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Ng had cocked his sten and was faintly ashamed that he did. He knew that Peter would not give him away, but there was much he still did not understand. Like Peter, he felt the returning structures of duty and reality, but waited until the soldiers had vanished once more into the dappled shadows.

He waited a moment longer in case they were playing a cat-and-mouse game with him. Then the faintest of rustles as Shin Maeda materialized from the shadows. Ng held up four fingers — enemy patrol — and Shin snaked over on his belly. ‘Why not shoot at them?’

‘My gun jammed.’

Shin nodded. It was a common fault of the stens. ‘You should have a Japanese gun. They do not jam.’

Ng bit back a reply, his thoughts still elsewhere. Shin glanced at him sharply. ‘Are you alright, Comrade Leader?’

‘Yes.’


‘We go back now?’

Ng nodded. The war would go on. Yet he sensed deep down that something had changed, was wrong — and knew just as deeply that this feeling would not go away.

 

‘This is filth!’ spat Gum. She tore the leaflet in half. ‘Why bring this into the camp, Comrade Ahmed? Some young recruits might be seduced by such blood-money.’

‘Comrade Ahmed did his duty,’ said Ng. ‘We must know about such things.’ Ahmed’s section had returned with some of the leaflets Ng had heard about. They offered rewards — up to fifty thousand dollars for terrorists dead and alive — even scaling the payments down to so many dollars per bullet.

Ng nodded. Oong had been talking when Gum had burst into the command hut and would not be deterred. He returned to the events of the previous night.

‘You let this man sketch you, Comrade Commander?’

‘My sten was jammed, Comrade Oong … as I mentioned.’

Ng met the frowning look with complete indifference. He did not know how much Shin had seen, and experience had taught him that a good lie was based on fact.

Rashid’s voice held a slight note of incredulity: ‘And your revolver jammed as well?’

Ng wondered about Rashid and Gum. Sometimes they were a long time together out of camp.

‘He had me covered and I managed to hide it.’


Oong’s spectacles glinted with their usual hostility. ‘So you just talked all night and he did not take you prisoner? Did he not recognize your uniform?’

At least Peter was sincere, even though he was the foe. Oong held to Party doctrine as train-wheels gripped the tracks.

‘I told you, Oong. He thought I was militia from a rubber plantation and lost like him. So I gave him the slip — by the time I got back with my gun, his patrol had found him.’

‘Could he find the shrine again?’ asked Rashid.

‘Perhaps. We must not use it now.’

Ahmed shook his head. ‘Ng, only you could talk a soldier out of shooting you and let him draw your picture.’

‘My good knowledge of English helped,’ replied Ng modestly. Then he saw that Gum was folding the little picture up and sticking it inside her uniform shirt. ‘Hey—’

‘This will be in the woman’s hut.’ And she exited, smiling wickedly.

‘I still don’t understand—’ said Oong.

‘It must wait,’ Ahmed interrupted. ‘I have important matters to discuss with Ng.’

Oong and Rashid left, and Ahmed sat with his eyes shut a moment. He had returned in the night, exhausted by his long walk, the last two days without food. But there was something more than tiredness and hunger. Ahmed appeared distracted, listless, as though deeply troubled by something. Ng had made tea, and he poured Ahmed some, then sipped his own.


Ahmed passed a weary hand down his face. ‘Central Command don’t know what’s happening down here,’ he said. ‘No radios; they have no idea what danger we are in.’

‘There are other ways to send messages,’ replied Ng, and there were — but much slower. ‘They are in as much danger as us.’

Ahmed gave a bitter little laugh that Ng had never heard before. ‘Do you think so? They have their wives and mistresses. Good food, too; and they are on the Thai border. If Imperialist forces get too close, they just slip across and are safe. The Thai military are paid to ignore them.’ He did look exhausted, and he bore the sores of jungle life and an unhealed abscess on his forearm, which he was constantly worrying. But there was more to Ahmed’s tiredness than his long journey or tough jungle-life. It was in his voice and in the way he sat, his tea untouched before him.

His party, he said, had been travelling for two months, moving at night and hiding in the daytime; one had died and two had vanished. Almost certainly they had given themselves up, because the trails were littered with these leaflets promising amnesty. They had made long and exhausting detours to avoid patrols. The villages were fortified, and it was difficult to get food.

Ng nodded. Yes, they would have to move soon. This wretched huddle of little huts by the muddy river, misted and sheened with mosquitoes, was nothing like their old camp. The villages nearby were guarded heavily by militia; it was only a matter of time before trackers found their camp. And the spirit of the new, untrained recruits would easily vanish, possibly with disastrous results, just as fire-ants eat out the living heart of a tree.

Ahmed got up. ‘I am on guard-duty,’ he muttered.

‘Rest. I will do the duty.’

Once, Ahmed would have protested, no matter how tired he was. Once, his sten would be slung on his shoulder; now he dangled it in one hand, and the barrel was spotted with rust. That would never have happened before. Ants eating out the living heart of a tree.

As Ng prepared to go on sentry-duty, he thought: Like Peter, no father or mother, no family. Just the Party. The Party came before everything — but the Party gave nothing back. And now I am doubting the Party, doubting myself. I feel as dispossessed as the day I found my family dead.

Outside, the afternoon was deepening quickly to twilight, and his thoughts were getting darker, too.

 

‘Jamie, I’m thinking about jacking all this in.’

‘Y’what?’

Peter wished at once that he had not raised the subject. They were in the main barracks room, at a distance from the two soldiers sleeping on their beds and the small group of card-players down the other end. Jamie had brought in some beer from his secret stash for a chat with his mate. Now he gaped.


‘I’m thinking of leaving the Army — just walking away.’

Jamie looked at him, puzzled. He’d signed up as a twenty-year man, and if he made sergeant again, that was fine. If he didn’t, that was alright, too. ‘That’s called desertion, mate.’

Peter shrugged and sipped his beer. ‘Nothing’s working out.’

‘You’re actually a halfway good soldier.’ Jamie checked himself. ‘Hey you’re not …’

‘Not losing my nerve, if that’s what you mean.’

Jamie nodded, puzzled. Okay, there were guys like Murdie, all mouth and trousers, but Peter was better than them. Hell, blazing away in that CT ambush like he was bullet-proof. Sure, he got moody at times, but this time, Jamie sensed, was different. ‘So what is it, mate?’

‘This war, the people we’re fighting.’ He held up a hand as Jamie went to interrupt. ‘Yeah, I know: Reds, Commies — but these people can’t get simple basic rights in their own land.’

Jamie shrugged. Alright, even Leydon said they could cut the ground out from under the CTs with land rights. But they were soldiers: it was not their problem. ‘That’s for the higher-ups, mate.’

So Peter sighed and told him about the creek-side encounter with the young CT whose life so mirrored his own. About the fight, the talking, the spending the night together without trying to kill each other. Jamie’s eyes were wide and his mouth open. He shook his head slowly and rubbed a hand through his sandy hair.

‘Pete, that’s firing-squad stuff.’


‘I know. I’m going to tell Leydon.’

The wire springs of Jamie’s bed squealed so loudly that the card-players looked over. He pushed his face close to Peter’s and hissed: ‘Listen, cobber. Leydon’s okay, but he’d have you arrested! We all want to bail out sometime — for chrissake, give yourself time to think, okay?’

‘It won’t make any difference,’ Peter replied, nodding.

‘Peter, you do anything without telling me and you won’t know what’s hit you! That’s a cast-iron promise, mate — geddit?’

Jamie was a mate and his concern was real. Peter nodded again.

‘Listen, it was some Commie trick, you know what those roosters are like,’ Jamie added.

Peter grinned, and his grin widened at the bewildered look on Jamie’s face. ‘No, mate: according to you, I’m not a rooster, I’m a Fire Hare — got the tatt to prove it.’

Jamie muttered something about ‘sun-stroke’, and Peter sat thinking, aware of his companion casting him uncertain looks. He would think more about what to do — but he was also thinking about Ng in the jungle. Would they meet again? Over the barrel of a gun?
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Here,’ said Ng. ‘Under this bamboo.’

The cadres attacked the clump with their parangs, but slowly and resting often. Ng knew that they had been on half-rations too long. The jungle could not support them: the big animals leave, the smaller animals hide too well. Even fish and turtles had become hard to get. The reed-grass was disappearing, and ants ate what fell from the trees. Their staple — rice — was almost all gone after the British had cut their supply lines.

Ng sighed. Things could only get worse now that the British were supplied by air and using special units that were prepared to stay in the jungle for days. Even so, his own teams continued to make the roads unsafe. Rubber-tappers brought them food, but more villages were becoming fortified enclosures.

Ahmed had a team on one such rice-gathering patrol, and when he returned they would have to move on. Ng watched moodily as the bamboo was dragged out and the long metal canister uncovered. The ‘missing’ wartime drops. And all the people who had helped bury them — save Ahmed — were missing or dead.

Inside the canister were brand-new sten-guns, still in their factory grease. Ammunition, grenades, and the round logs of plastic explosive, the cotton-reel primers, and detonators. They would have arms to go on fighting — but food?

The empty canister was rolled into the river. Ng looked over as fifteen-year-old Tek, who had joined only weeks before, ran towards him, shouting, a sack of rice flopping on his shoulder. Ng grabbed Tek tightly by the shoulders: ‘What, boy? Speak clearly — make sense.’

Tek’s chest heaved and he let the sack slip, rice spilling out the top. The others were gathering around, and a hush fell. He fought to catch his breath, his skinny body shuddering in the too-large black T-shirt, his straw hat pushed back on his head.

‘Ahmed—’

Slowly, out came the story. He, Ahmed, Rashid, and Gum got the rice — more than they could carry. Tek was sent on ahead to ask for more comrades to help them. But shortly after he had started back, he realized that he had forgotten to ask Ahmed whether to use the river path or go through the jungle. As he ran back, he heard something like a shot so slowed down, creeping forward.

First he saw Gum and Rashid. Both had their revolvers out, and Rashid was holding another weapon that he recognized — Ahmed’s automatic. He was close enough to hear them talking: Gum saying they must move fast, for Ng himself would come after them. That they could not take the body so they would have to dispose of it …

Gum and Rashid had betrayed them, but they were not the first. Ng pushed away his shock and assumed the role expected of him: the leader strong as iron. He made himself smile at Tek. ‘You brought the rice back — good. Go with the team and get the rest.’ Now shouting to everyone that they were moving. The camp bustling like an overturned ants nest, Ng at his command hut — snatching up his weapons, stuffing his papers in a haversack.

Ng knew they would have to move fast. The nearest plantation, American Rubber, was well guarded by mercenaries. The raid would be reported by the traitors and the alarm raised. Then the half-tracks would be on their way, and the big, slow Lancasters would soon be airborne.

Ahmed. No time even to bury him.

Gum, though … Perhaps, like him, she had just had enough, or sensed that the war could not be won. Well, she and Rashid would grow rich from their betrayal. But the effects of their act would be wider-reaching, for they had also sewn the seed of distrust within those who remained in the Command. Everybody would be looking sidelong at their neighbour now; trust would surely go.

Already the cadres were forming their orderly line. The new command site was ready, and now Ng was relieved that he had kept that information to himself — Rashid had asked about their fall-back only last week.

He sighed, thinking of Ahmed. The last true comrade.

 

‘Is that who I think it is?’

‘Yes, sir,’ replied Captain Cromer.

Staples leant back in his chair, his gaze going from the Malay constable to Captain Cromer. He nodded, and took the photograph of Ahmed from the folder open on his desk. He showed it to Cromer, who nodded. Staples looked again at the photograph that had been sent in from the plantation.

‘Yes, definitely a match. Alright, you can go.’ The constable saluted and left, and Staples gestured Cromer to sit down. He pulled out a whisky bottle and glasses and poured two drinks.

‘So what happened? According to Gum.’

‘They’d had a gutsful of jungle life, and Rashid persuaded her … she says. They gunned Ahmed for the bounty. On the way out, Rashid tried a double-cross and she killed him in self-defence.’

‘Which explains why he was shot in the back.’ Staples sipped his whisky. ‘Gum — the fanatic at the school-house?’

Cromer shrugged. ‘Claims she wasn’t properly respected — forced to do “unkind things”. Immunity from prosecution, Commonwealth country of her choice. The bounties for Rashid and Ahmed alone will make her a rich lady.’


Staples chuckled dryly. ‘No amount of dosh will make Gum a lady.’ He looked up. ‘You know, Cromer, shouldn’t we mention the high overheads of relocation?’

Cromer went to the door and turned. ‘Fifty-fifty?’

‘Sixty-forty, Captain,’ grinned Staples.

Cromer left and Staples poured himself another drink. He had no more trouble taking terrorist bounty money than he’d had taking Irgun cash in Jerusalem. A major’s pay was bad enough, let alone the pension.

 

‘Let’s see, now. Communist party member since 1938, terror raids with the late unlamented Rashid, killing a speciality — sound right to you, Gum?’

Gum’s smile was more of a snarl. ‘I have amnesty against all that.’

‘Absolutely, dear lady. And to what am I indebted for this visit?’

He knew very well, of course, but kept his expression genial. Gum scowled back. Cromer had dismissed the female constables, and her little bag of possessions lay on the floor beside her. Her eyes glittered at the impassive Cromer.

‘He says you want a third of my reward. What if I tell your seniors?’

Staples grinned happily. ‘Please. I’ll arrange a meeting.’

‘You want Ng … Maybe I can find him.’

‘We paid his camp a visit. Long-vacated.’


‘He made contact with a British soldier.’

Staples stuck a cigarette between his lips and his lighter clicked. He blew smoke across the table.

She smiled. It’s true — he has a soft spot for Ng!

Cromer had seen the look in Staples’ eyes, too. Ng — the one he’d let go. With him caught, the Communist resistance in the region would collapse. And think of the bounty.

‘On results,’ said Staples.

Gum bent down and took her hair-brush from the little bag. She wrenched the handle off: it was hollow inside. Cromer whistled — a message space. Gum pulled out a folded piece of paper and passed it to Staples. Cromer went over to stand beside his boss.

The paper was smudged and heavily creased, but it showed the image of a young man which resembled the photograph taken of Ng at his arrest. Gum was saying that a British soldier had drawn it, a soldier whom Ng had met in the jungle — as friends. She had thought Ng was working for the British to betray them — so she had beaten him to it.

‘How often have they met?’ Staples interrupted.

Gum shook her head. ‘I don’t know. Or who he is.’

‘Alright, Gum.’

He pressed a bell, and the two constables entered to take Gum out.

Staples took a magnifying glass from his drawer and peered at the sketch, then looked at Cromer.

‘Left-hand bottom corner.’


Cromer looked through the glass and saw at once what Staples was referring to. A small PH, ending in a backward flourish. ‘Seems our artist has left his initials, sir.’

‘Seems he has,’ said Staples, thoughtfully.
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We were getting nowhere. You’d have been surprised how many PHs there are in this area alone. But then some chap in the mess mentioned a sketch-artist …’

Captain Leydon had taken Peter to the big, pink headquarters building that the Japanese Kempe-tai had also used; past the barbed-wire and sandbagged bren emplacements. To his chagrin, Leydon was turned away at the foyer by a tall, skinny police captain who took Peter to an office door marked G.W. Staples, Major.

The captain propped his own chair against the wall, peaked cap tipped over his face. Now Peter sat opposite a thickset, florid-faced man, who surveyed him for a long, unsmiling moment before silently pushing a crumpled piece of paper across to him.

‘Recognize your artwork, son?’

‘Yes.’

Staples looked at him. ‘Manners, laddie: don’t forget the “sir”.’ He leant back. ‘You’re in trouble — the kind they shoot you for. But all I want is Ng. Know where we can find him?’

‘So you can kill him … sir?’ retorted Peter. He did not care for this man at all.

‘There’s some I’d love to knock off.’ Staples smiled; it was not a nice smile. He gestured towards a short Japanese sword on the cabinet behind him. ‘I’d have had that stuck through me, but for Ng. Yes, I’d like to bring him in. Believe it or not, I’d even like to make him a rich man.’

‘Do you know where he is?’ That from the captain, cap still tipped over his face. ‘Want to tell us what happened?’

Peter shrugged, it could do no harm. So he told them about the jungle encounter and what they had talked about. How he and Ng had seemed alike and even — may as well go for broke — about the astrological link. Staples sighed wearily and glanced at the captain.

‘Let me get this straight. You and Ng have some sort of astrological link?’

Peter shook his head. ‘Just a coincidence, I think, sir. But we both want the same thing: a new life.’

Staples balanced a letter-opener like a miniature brass parang in his hands. ‘Would you go back in and bring him out? With a letter from me, promising immunity and all the bounties.’

‘He won’t come for the bounties, sir.’

Staples nodded slowly. ‘Yes, you do know him.’

‘And I don’t know how to contact him.’


‘We’ll see.’ Unexpectedly Staples grinned and scribbled a name on a piece of paper, speaking to the lanky captain. ‘Set this up, ready to go in ten minutes.’

Cromer smiled, saluted, and left.

Staples looked sharply at Peter. ‘You are like him.’ He grunted and got up, reaching for his cap. ‘If we get this sorted, laddie, I’ll grant your every wish. Back tomorrow same time and not a bloody word. Astrological signs, eh?’ he chuckled, buckling on his revolver-belt. ‘No idea who I am. Born 1901, just before Victoria died.’

‘I read up on it a little, sir,’ said Peter, keeping his expression smooth. ‘The Year of the Rat.’

Staples glanced at him sharply. He grunted again and motioned him out.

 

A shadow darkened the doorway, and Burdon’s head shipping clerk looked up.

‘Greetings, Mr Yin. Attended any good birthday parties recently?’

Yin had had a bad dream the night before, but he did not subscribe to superstitious nonsense. The man entering, however, was worse than any nightmare. Two others followed; one a skinny captain, who reversed the sign on the door from Open to Closed.

Yin tensed, then remembered that he was a respectable shipping clerk who would not know who the Iron Broom was. ‘Tuan Major, I have not attended birthday parties for some time,’ he said, sounding carefully puzzled.

The other’s smile broadened.

Beside the skinny captain was a non-com, taking a leather case from his shoulder and opening it. Staples continued. ‘Soolat’s birthday party?’

‘I do not know him, Tuan.’

Staples took his time lighting a cigarette before going on. He coughed and thumped his chest. ‘Soolat told us quite a lot in exchange for large sums of money. Would you like to earn large sums, Yin — or be a glorious martyr for the cause?’

Yin thought quickly. It was his word against that of a dead informer, and they could take this place apart and find nothing. ‘Sorry, Tuan, I don’t understand you.’

‘Alright Yin, we’ll discuss it at the office. First, a wee formality.’

While talking to Staples, Yin had kept one eye on the non-com. The man had pulled out a big black Kodak camera and fitted a flash attachment. Staples walked around the desk and yanked Yin up out of the chair. He put an arm around Yin’s shoulder as though they were old friends.

‘Smile for the dicky-bird.’

The photographer aimed and the flash-bulb popped blindingly. Yin jerked free, scared and suspicious. ‘What are you doing!’

‘Saving your life, old son,’ said Staples. ‘You’re no more use to the Party.’


‘I am not afraid to die—’ Yin yelled, and stopped.

Staples’ smile spread all over his face.

The captain spoke for the first time: ‘Mr Yin, you’ve just been photographed with the Iron Broom. We’re going to plaster these everywhere.’

Yin gasped, and Staples laughed. ‘The comrades aren’t exactly known for their trust. Fancy another birthday party like Soolat’s? Much easier running a laundry in Manchester or something.’

Yin opened and shut his mouth. Two more constables entered and pulled him out, the photographer following. Staples re-settled his hat. ‘What’s the bet we know his dead-letter drop to Ng by morning?’

‘Yin could have led us to some really big fish,’ said Cromer.

‘Ng’s the fish I want,’ replied Staples, exiting. ‘And I’ve never been this close. Turn this place over — and over again.’

Cromer looked after him and shook his head. If it was the last thing he did, he would have to meet this Ng.
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We cannot stay here,’ said Oong. ‘When the monsoon comes, this camp will slip into the river.’ Ng nodded. That was obvious, although Oong made it sound as if he alone had thought of it.

‘We have a new, deep camp. When the next supply train arrives, we will go there,’ adding, ‘as you know.’

‘Unless the Imperialists find us first,’ Oong countered. ‘Our recruits know less about fighting than a cat knows about morality. My old grandmother could walk past our sentries letting off fire-crackers and not be challenged.’

‘They learn through an understanding of Party ideals,’ snapped Ng. ‘That is your job, Oong. Now get on with the training.’

Oong hesitated, glanced at the others. ‘Comrade Shin has not returned. He had the money from the last collection, and it is rumoured—’

‘I would have announced that tonight at the full meeting,’ said Ng. ‘Comrade Shin met a British patrol. He killed three and wounded others before being shot.’

Oong knew when to exit, and a moment later the hut was clear.

Ng sighed. Being deeper in the jungle would stretch their supply lines to breaking point. But the struggle must continue — and he was responsible for these young, untrained fighters. The fire within him might almost be out, but he could not leave; could not betray them.

Ng looked up as Tek entered. He liked Tek — had once been a young idealist like him.

‘Yes, Comrade?’

Tek took two steps in and saluted. He fumbled under his shirt for an envelope, crumpled and sweat-stained from his journey. ‘A letter, sir.’

‘Where did you get it?’

Tek’s eyes grew wide and he stiffened. ‘At the old temple, Comrade Leader. You said to check for letters.’

They no longer used the old temple, but Min Yuen did not know that yet. This bore Yin’s special chop-mark, so obviously the news had not reached them. Ng tore the envelope open and scanned the contents briefly. His lips pressed together.

‘Have you shown this to anyone else?’

Tek looked puzzled. ‘Of course not, Comrade Commander. Those are the orders.’

Ng nodded. ‘Of course. Well done.’


Tek nodded, saluted, and left. Ng felt sickened as he watched Tek go: he had already deceived his charges. He waited for the bamboo-slatted door to shut before reading the letter again. He read slowly, mouthing the words as though to under stand them better.


I hope this finds you, Ng … Major Staples says he likes you … they honour promises of immunity … We can cut loose from everything and see where the world takes us. Nobody will win this war.

I want to meet you at the shrine. I give you my word, nobody will follow. Nobody has read this letter. At least we can talk.



Under that, Peter had written the date he would be there. Ng read the letter again, then struck a match and watched it burn. It had to be a trap. He remembered Peter’s smile as he had passed over the sketch. He could have shot Peter then — it was his duty to do so — but somehow it had seemed wrong.

Ng sighed. Headquarters had let them down. None of the right guns, few medical supplies, and little food. All with good excuses, but he needed more than excuses. And the shrine was an overnight journey — he would need a very good reason to absent himself that long.

 


Oong settled his spectacles. The usual suspicious note crept into his voice. ‘You cannot tell us where you are going, Comrade Commander?’

‘It is top secret,’ replied Ng.

He was planning something that ran contrary to duty and principle. Something that Chengsai and Annie would have shot him for. Even with his mind in turmoil, he enjoyed Oong’s look of baffled annoyance.

‘Comrade Commander, will you tell us on your return?’

‘Comrade Political Officer, I will decide that on my return.’

After Oong had left, Ng thought for a moment. He did not know what to do, and found himself hoping that Peter would help him make a decision.

 

‘You were not followed?’

‘At a guess, you made sure.’

Peter himself was trained to check by doubling back, then waiting silently by the track for an hour at a time; so he knew Ng would be even more careful. Ng gave a faint smile and a wary nod.

‘And what of my Command? Does Staples really think that I will deliver them to the hangman?’

‘No, Ng.’

A rag-tag of green recruits were of little interest, Staples had said. Staples wanted Ng in order to end CT resistance in the area. Peter was to tell Ng about the bounties for surrendering his Command. Ng had spat on hearing about them.

‘Like Gum? Sell my comrades for money?’

Peter winced, and Ng forced a careful smile. ‘Then, Peter — we look for the mountains and the moon?’

‘Two knights on the quest.’

Ng’s smile became sympathetic at the somewhat self-conscious words. He thought for a long moment, and then nodded. ‘Perhaps my time here has come to an end,’ he said at last. ‘But all my comrades must be safe.’

Ng had thought it through before the meeting. He believed that Staples could be trusted because it suited the major’s purpose. Some of the comrades would not understand why he was giving in, but he could endure that just so long as their lives were spared.

‘I have some plans to make,’ he said slowly. ‘We can meet again in a week?’ He rose to go. ‘Staples must wait that long.’

‘He will.’

Ng put out his hand, and they both smiled as they clasped hands, both wondering that they could feel so at ease so soon after meeting.

I feel as though I am completing a journey, thought Ng.

‘Be careful on the way back, Ng.’

Ng grinned. ‘None of you flat-footed big-noses could catch me.’

He turned to go, then smiled again. Peter raised a hand and smiled back, watching as Ng crept quickly and silently into the jungle closeness. He had done something good, something important in life. As he turned to go, something moved in the jungle. The faintest, fleeting movement, gone within the blink of his eye. Nothing. An insect perhaps, or the wind.

Peter looked at his watch. It would be dark in two hours, but he could reach the main camp by then. Staples would be waiting.
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Ng made his way quickly back to camp, full of thought. Not so full, however, that he took a straight route; pausing several times, back-tracking and going round-about a full hour. It was near nightfall when he came in sight of the camp — still looking back at the forest, but seeing nothing. It was habit; Peter could be trusted to keep his word.

Behind him, something flitted in the fast-gathering dusk. A small, brown-skinned man with a loincloth around his thighs and black marks like forest shadows across his face. His black topknot had a white bird-bone through it, and he carried a long blow-pipe. He looked carefully, both at Ng and at the sentry who rose to challenge him, then vanished in the black-barred forest shadows.

 

Peter was crossing the same stream where he had fought Ng, before realizing he was not alone. Two skinny little brown-skinned men had materialized silently from the forest shadows. Trackers, he had seen them—

‘Abos, little Malaysian forest people. Not Dyaks, so your head’s safe enough.’

Staples, in camouflage uniform, rose from behind the rotten teak log. His sten was cradled in his hands; a small haversack on one shoulder. Peter gaped at him, and looked around as other Abos materialized.

‘What’s this?’ Peter yelled. ‘You were supposed to wait!’

Staples just grinned. ‘I’m also supposed to out-think a slippery eel like Ng. A combat team will join us in the morning.’

‘I won’t be here!’

Staples hitched his sten around and gestured at the trackers, who were watching, expressionless. ‘You might get away from me, but not them. The poison in their darts kills very quickly.’

‘You broke your word!’

Staples shrugged. ‘Let’s just say we brought up the schedule a bit.’

 

Peter was not a prisoner that night. There was no need, because around him was an invisible circle of Abo trackers. He and Staples ate cold army rations, but he turned down the offer of the whisky flask. Towards midnight, another tracker with a black-barred face flitted into camp and squatted before their small fire. The long bird-bone through his topknot bobbed as he went through silent but expressive hand-signals. Staples nodded and looked over at Peter.

‘I learnt all this hand-stuff in the war. Now we know where Ng’s camp is.’ He paused. ‘Still peeved, laddie?’

‘Yes.’

Staples looked at the fire. It was safe enough to light one, inside their guarding circle of trackers. ‘Why? Because you’ve just found out there are no good guys or bad guys? Just Them and Us, and who has more guns. Britain wants to keep Malaya because rubber earns American dollars.’ He spoke his next words softly, the firelight beating on his face: ‘At least Ng has a cause.’

‘And you don’t?’

Staples chuckled. ‘Oh, I did once. An officer and a gentleman in the Army of the Empire. Then the Japs broke the myth of Empire, and after the war we tried to believe it didn’t happen. The Army brass and the politicians still don’t — don’t want to. But it is broke, and my life with it. Ng’s got a clean, straight philosophy and the will to fight. And in this world, son, there’s not much that’s clean and straight.’

He stuck a cigarette in his mouth and looked at Peter. ‘I don’t know what this buddy-thing is between you and Ng. God knows he never opened up to me. But you want out of the Army, right?’

Staples stared into the fire and listened to the distant sound of a hunting owl. Satisfied that the owl-call was real — not man-made — he went on. ‘Listen. If I bag Ng and his boys, you can have a new identity and a passport, anywhere you want to go.’

‘Eldorado,’ said Peter. ‘Through the Valley of the Shadow.’

‘The poem in your sketch-book?’ said Staples.

‘Yes, Poe’s “Eldorado”,’ Peter replied. ‘I write it in all my sketch-books.’

Staples puffed on his cigarette, coughing and screwing up his eyes. ‘Yes, I remember it now. Didn’t that knight have to ride for a bloody long time?’

‘All his life. But he still rode.’

‘Without knowing what he was looking for?’

Peter nodded. ‘I suppose he’d know it when he saw it.’

‘Then he’s luckier than most. Me, I never—’ Staples broke off with a wry shrug. Then he lay down, pulling his bush hat over his face. ‘Get some sleep. We’re up at dawn.’

Peter knew he would not sleep that night. For all Staples’ smooth words, he was not to be trusted. Somehow, Peter had to warn Ng.

 

Ng sat in his command hut; one ear to the sounds of the jungle, in case they brought warning. A candle stub flickered beside him. He had just finished cleaning his revolver, and now opened the chamber to slot in the chunky brass-jacketed bullets. He looked up as Tek entered.

‘Comrade Commander, all the night sentries are in place.’

‘Good.’ Ng slipped the gun into the holster, his thoughts miles distant. ‘Tek, you take this.’ He pushed the gun into his hands. Tek gaped — a hand-gun — and Ng winced at the look of hero-worship he got. Tomorrow, Tek might be using that gun to kill him. He smiled, motioning him out as Oong entered.

‘Comrade Leader, where did you go today?’

Ng looked at him. Oong had the right to ask, but he might have been less obvious about it. ‘I will have some news for the whole camp tomorrow. We will assemble at six.’

‘What is the news, Comrade Leader?’

‘I will tell you at six. That is all, Comrade Political Officer.’

Oong would not risk another snub by forcing the issue. He saluted and left.

Tomorrow at dawn, Ng would tell the camp that he was giving up. That those who wished to follow him could do so; those who wished to carry on the fight, might shoot it out.

Ng knew that Oong would certainly try to kill him, but he was beyond caring. Even Oong had been a comrade too long. So he might well die in the morning — and, like his brothers, he would have no burial and would become a hungry ghost.
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The dry lalang-grass tickled Peter’s nose as he inched up, his elbows already raw from shuffling like a crab through the undergrowth. Surely the snapping of the brown stems had been heard? A line of soldiers on either side, inching just as carefully.

Figures were moving in the compound now. One making for the bamboo-platform latrine down-river; others assembling in the compound. Peter’s eyes narrowed: that was not part of morning routine, surely?

The CT going to the latrine came swishing carelessly through the high grass. Peter tingled with unease. Jamie was beside him, sticking so close that Peter guessed it was both from loyalty and from orders — so he would see if Peter thumbed the safety-catch off his sten to give a warning shot.

More grass snapped as he inched closer. Ahead now was a dry and rotten log, perhaps felled when the guerrillas had made their camp. Six months in Malaya had taught Peter many things, and one was where fire-ants lived. So he moved a little away, and Jamie closed in on the other side of the log. Peter scraped the butt of his sten against the log. Little red fire-ants swarmed over Jamie’s forearm, biting with all the pain their name implied. Jamie crushed his arm down and the lalang snapped like revolver shots.

The CT, now at the latrine, turned at the sound, saw Peter, and howled with surprise.

‘Bugger’ came Leydon’s calm voice from behind, and his sten fired. Then Leydon yelling to charge.

At least I gave warning. Peter was on his feet, Jamie beside him, and more shots flew over the dry, crackling grass as a line of jungle-green men stormed forward.

 

Ng walked over to his sten as he watched the cadres assemble. There was confusion; new men looking for their place in the line, others fidgeting awkwardly. All so young and untrained, and now he must tell them that he was leaving. That the cause he had served was no more.

Once, he had put aside family traditions; now was the time to put aside the Party. Perhaps to be a hunted animal, despised by all, despising himself. But Fire Hare was right: we cannot let the world take us along.

A distant tac — like a twig snapping — but Ng knew that noise. Other shots followed, and he grabbed up his sten, determined to fight back — his former decision abandoned. The recruits were crowding like frightened cattle, too panicked to hear Oong’s screamed orders, as green-clad figures emerged, running, from the forest fringe.

Ng triggered a burst, and a running figure fell, his gun cart-wheeling forwards. Most of the recruits were now running in all directions, Oong yelling at them to rally before falling to the ground. At this, Ng’s instincts reasserted themselves. He still owed a duty to the Party, and there were maps, papers — he turned and ran to his office.

 

Peter heard Staples yell as they ran. A rifle-shot cracked, and beside him Murdie jack-knifed forward, clutching at his stomach. Ahead were fleeing cadres, but Peter couldn’t see Ng anywhere. Peter couldn’t bear to think that Ng thought he had betrayed him. Beside him, Jamie fired, and Peter nearly tripped on a body, his boot scrunching brass-rimmed glasses. Shots all around them now. They were close to one of the long barracks huts, and Jamie lobbed a grenade as Leydon shouted to take the flank.

Still no sign of Ng! The ruined barracks sagging, Peter kicked the door off its hinges. Nobody inside, but there was a door at the far end. He ran down towards it, followed by Jamie. Ng, this was not supposed to happen! Another hut, with a red-star flag tacked to the door — the command hut. Ng will be here. Running towards it as a dark figure appeared in the doorway.

 


In the command hut, Ng was grabbing a stack of files when the grenade exploded. Alright then, he would fight his way out. He changed the clip on his sten, headed back to the door — a jungle-green figure coming towards him, glimpsing the face as he fired.

‘Peter—’

Then returning hammer-strokes of sten-fire, and he was falling, dazed but still alive. Peter there, too, bullets pocking the bamboo walls behind him. Their eyes met in wonder: they had shot at each other and missed.

 

Peter was running the length of the hut, sten ready, when the dark figure appeared. A shout, firing as he did. The other sten stuttering, too, bullets whanging off an oil-drum beside him. He skidded and fell by the verandah. Then Jamie was beside him, shouting, bringing up his gun.

‘No!’ shouted Peter. ‘That’s Ng — get Staples!’

He gasped, the top of his leg stung, a ricochet perhaps from the oil-drum. He put his hand down, a trace of blood on his fingers.

‘Just nicked,’ said Jamie. ‘I’ll get a medic.’ He ran back towards the compound.

Peter limped over and sat beside Ng. They looked at each other. Ng’s face was expressionless, and Peter gasped a little smile. ‘Ng … They broke their word — not me.’

Ng nodded. He had never trusted Staples. ‘Where now, Peter?’


Eldorado! Peter made to speak. He could feel that he was bleeding, and looked down at a spreading dark pool. Darkness flooding his eyes, he was becoming light-headed, and his leg prickled madly. Ng speaking from a far distance, but the darkness couldn’t be resisted — that fleeing hare caught in the light, but unaware of impending doom. Best to go unknowing from life to death — looking for Ng in the blackness.


Ride, boldly ride,

The shade replied …



 

Jamie was back in the clearing. The line of soldiers was already across, one kneeling with a shattered arm and the medic beside him. Jamie looked down at the body of a slightly-built boy in a too-large black T-shirt, and kicked a big Webley revolver from the open hand.

‘Mine, I think.’

The stocky British officer — Staples — bending to pick it up. Jamie noticed the big etched GS in the handle. Typical Poms, always looting. The officer asking a question.

‘Where’s Peter?’

Jamie jerked a thumb back, and went to get the medic.

 

Staples looked at the slumped body beside Ng. Peter’s eyes were half-closed, his lips parted, and blood was pooling around his feet. Staples pushed the Webley into his belt and looked at Ng. The other met his look, expressionless.

‘Had to bring it forward, Ng. Couldn’t take any chances.’

Ng said nothing. His eyes took on the guarded look of resisting interrogation

‘Laddie, when this lot gets totalled up, you’re going to be rich. New identity, the works. A new country? Canada, Australia — somewhere in Africa? At least you’re alive.’

No dark shadows, no valleys. But I will go to New Zealand to start again. To honour Peter, whose fate it was to change mine.

As if from a distance, he heard his voice emerge from these dark thoughts: ‘No, Major Staples. I am not alive. Perhaps I never will be.’

 

Leydon’s attention was caught by a shout coming from the huts, and he saw Jamie Firth beckoning frantically. ‘Sir — sir — it’s Hayes.’

Leydon made his way over to Peter, who was propped against the upright verandah pole, his head slumped over, one hand still on his sten. His pose was relaxed and life-like, save for the tell-tale blood muddying the ground.

‘Must’ve nicked the femoral artery,’ said the medic, white-faced. ‘He’d have gone in seconds.’

Maybe it was for the best, Leydon couldn’t help thinking.

He looked at the young Chinese man sitting quietly beside Peter’s body. ‘Is that Ng?’


Staples nodded. ‘My prisoner.’

‘I‘ll look after Peter, sir,’ said Jamie.

Leydon nodded. He was in command, and this fight was not over. He turned back to the clearing and began shouting orders.

 

Jamie pulled a ground-sheet out of the wrecked hut. Aware that the British major and the little CT were watching, he rolled Peter’s body onto it, straightened the arms and legs and tucked the sheet over. He kept his face down; it was only smoke from the burning huts that was making his eyes prickle.

He would take Peter’s body to the clearing, where Murdie and the other dead man were. As he made to pick up the bundle, suddenly the little CT was there — taking the head and shoulders, his eyes still showing no emotion. That’s never a bloody tear I can see? But Jamie could feel his own tears, and knew that it was not just the smoke. Together, he and Ng carried Peter’s body to the clearing and laid it down.

Ng touched the wrapped face and his eyes met Jamie’s. Then he joined the other prisoners. They did not look at him, and Ng did not look at them. As they were marched off, he did not look at Staples either.

Staples watched as they went; Ng was walking like an automaton, as though life was without meaning. He would be made colonel now and could retire, but that no longer seemed enough. Ng had said he was not alive, and Staples knew exactly what he meant.








Epilogue



By midday, a long line of soldiers and prisoners threaded back to the road and waiting troop-carriers. The guerrilla dead had been photographed and buried in a common grave; ammunition and smashed weapons thrown into the river. The huts were fired, bedding, clothes, and furniture piled up, together with photographs of Communist leaders, red-starred flags, and manifestos, all set alight. There was no danger of the fire spreading, because the gathering clouds promised the overdue monsoon.

Among them was a scroll tied with a red ribbon. A soldier unrolled it, glimpsing the painted figures, the Hare and the Dragon. He showed it to a Malay advisor, who scanned it briefly and shook his head. An astrological chart of no importance, and so the soldier rolled it back up, re-tying the ribbon. The Command was moving off, and it was thrown onto the fire.


The scroll hit some furniture and tumbled off, slightly singed. Overhead, the clouds darkened, and soon blinding sheets of rain quenched the blaze, leaving black outlines of the huts, and soaking and flattening the scroll of rice-paper. Thunder followed, split with blue lightning, and the rains fell and fell. The incline streamed with water now, and anything loose flowed to the riverbank. The scroll slid along, beaten into a sodden pulp, held together only by the ribbon.

The remaining scraps slipped down the clay bank and were carried away by the rushing, muddy water. Only the red ribbon remained, tangled loosely on a reed-stalk, rainwater washing out the cheap dye to a pale pink. Then it, too, slipped into the river and was lost from sight.
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