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  About the Author


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  William Maddock is a retired expat author who lives full time on the West Coast of Luzon in the Philippines. He has a keen interest in Filipino history, Asian culture, tropical jungles, psychology, healing and shamanism and he is the acclaimed author of The Serpent Eagle adventure series: An Outcast of the Rim, Valley of Pearls, Return of the Serpent Eagle and A Shaman’s War.


  7 July, 1971


  My name is Datu Man Singh and I am the only son of Ka’ndeep Singh of Jammu, who was an accomplished dacoit-in-exile, born and bred, from the high country of northern India. My clever and beautiful mother was called Dati and she was an Igorot shaman elder from one of the many primitive Bontoc tribes in Mountain Province. I, for myself, was born in 1921 and raised in the Central Cordillera mountain region of the Philippines. The big house in the jungle where we all lived was fondly and simply referred to as “Compton’s Retreat”, which was owned and built by an unusual commoner Englishman from the north of England called Richard Compton. Where we lived, there were no neighbours, no roads, no grocery stores, no villages or towns, no telephones, no police and no schools. Nobody. Just the rainforest jungle. Furthermore, I have been thoroughly educated by my father and mother in the ways of the dacoit and in the ways of the Igorot shaman. Mr Compton, for his part, and a most learned and generous man as I’ve ever met, taught me all about the literature, philosophy and graces of the white man from the age of about six years old. So I am very thankful for all these excess gifts and mercies bestowed upon my soul because I am a well educated man.


  Some years before my birth, my father had accompanied his master, Mr Compton, who was under severe pressure from his enemies at the time, to the Philippines. The prime purpose of the run was merely to escape, evade and crucially to survive—that was all . Mr Compton was a rich and accomplished man, all earned from honest hard graft, but such riches were less than useless and certainly no match for the gathering hatred, pursuit and grasping envy of those in power. In 1919, just after The Great War, Mr Compton’s sudden and swift forced retreat and exile from his Malayan rubber plantation into the inner sanctum of the thick, impenetrable Cordillera jungles of the Philippines had proved more than adequate for sufficient refuge and as a staunch hidden buttress against so many powerful and vicious colonial enemies. My father had accompanied Mr Compton and his little wife, Mina, on that dangerous and final journey out of the jungles of Malaya and, as was the natural habit of any loyal dacoit, my father had successfully and bravely fought many times—fought like an enraged panther!—in the keen and successful defence of his own master .


  Now to some brief descriptions and details of the book itself. The story herein was most adequately and completely written by my own master, who is a stout and well-educated American named Daniel Reicher. I must further confess that it was written with only a small effort from myself. My master is now in his sixties and although I am glad to report that his spirit is still ripe and healthy, his memory is beginning to fade, not as reliable as it was, so I’ve helped in my own small way by lending some of my own memories to this tale for accuracy and clarity’s sake. Of course, this has led to many small and trivial disputes with my master but I would not bend. In the end, when I edited and proofed this book, my master agreed to write the truth with far less imaginative embellishment or licence. The truth always makes a better story.


  This book is indeed a true and remarkable story about vengeance and concerns a very personal justice; it is simply a saga involving a desperate chase, first on the streets of Manila, which then becomes a critical dodge and run through the dense Luzon mountain jungles, in a determined pursuit of a dangerous and intelligent psychotic killer. In essence, a most primitive tale that becomes a severe test of will, focus and survival—of only a few against the many. This story begins in Manila City near the end of the tropical rainy season in late October 1941, just before the Japanese invade by courtesy of General Tomoyuki Yamashita, later well-known as the ‘Tiger of Malaya’. There is a gruesome double murder in Paco Park and a good friend of Reicher’s—the only real friend and peer that he has—is also suddenly viciously and ritually murdered under mysterious circumstances. Reicher becomes convinced that these horrific murders were both connected and committed by the same killer. He swears to catch the illusive killer to avenge his only friend, no matter what the effort or however long it takes. Reicher’s brief investigations in Manila and his eventual foray into the Luzon jungles leads to many other unusual adventures: the corruption and closed ranks influence of US military high society in Manila, which greatly impairs and frustrates Reicher’s own initial investigations; his first surprise meeting in the middle of the tangled jungle with Richard Compton, my own father’s master, who saves Reicher’s life; the strange and unusual pacts made between Mr Reicher and Mr Compton; a desperate life-and-death chance meeting with a tough but beautiful native Igorot girl; his first tentative experience with the Bontoc Igorot head-hunters; the sudden and disturbing discovery of the ship of mad fools in the middle of the jungle with further revelations on the illicit use of gaju, a particularly dangerous but revered native Igorot herb used as a tool for domination, torture or even exquisite death by Reicher’s adversary; the eventual stalking of the murderous commander’s band of psychotic killers, the discovery of the murderer’s lair and the final, personal confrontation where my master was so nearly killed. There are far more adventures and characters within the story itself as I have already described but my master has cautioned that I must not give away too much of this peculiar tale, otherwise this would spoil all the surprises in store within the main book itself. So, unfortunately, this short sketch or morsel of the adventure must at least suffice.


  This brings me to some further useful revelations about my master, Daniel Reicher, who is also the main protagonist in the story. I have, as you must now realise, known Mr Reicher for many years. I have found, particularly in the early years of our relationship, that my master fostered a somewhat contrary and abrasive nature which I could not fathom. In the beginning he was certainly a difficult man to comprehend with a complex character lurking somewhere beneath his somewhat cool exterior. He was certainly not a man who donated friendship or understanding freely. He was a distant and aloof man who was given, at times, to excessive runs of sarcasm and cynicism. Later, I was to learn much more about the sheer goodness and caring nature of this man, both useful and honest traits, which he spent so much effort trying to conceal from the world.


  About twenty years ago, in the early 1950s, Mr Reicher’s father passed away and although he was unable to attend his father’s funeral due to his travels, he decided to later return to his family’s Montana farm to pay last respects to his father whom I think he loved very much. He generously asked me to accompany him on his trip back to America and I accepted. It was the first time that I had ever flown in an airplane and I found the experience a particularly awful one—twenty six hours of sitting in my seat in such a confined space—and the awful noise of the propellers!! When we eventually landed at Idlewild Airport in New York, the first big modern city I have ever seen, my experience was not that much improved. I found New York a most disturbing and daunting place to live. Concrete everywhere!! No matter where you find yourself in this peculiar city, whether outside in the streets or in your hotel room or in a restaurant—Concrete!! I also found it most disconcerting that I could only see the sun for a few minutes every day. My upward gaze was always cluttered, blocked and constantly insulted by grey skyscrapers remorselessly spearing and clawing upwards towards the sky. My master had worked as a young man in New York and knew the city terrain and so we visited several interesting restaurants and went to see some dazzling shows on Broadway. I also admit to having some difficulty with the New York dialect; people spoke so fast and in such a peculiar and abstract vernacular that I could barely understand what was being said.


  Before we left for Montana, my master and I sat down and had a serious talk and he asked me for a strange favour. When we arrived at the family farm in Montana he wanted me to lie to his family about our relationship. He solemnly insisted that I must not disclose the fact that I was his manservant; I must say nothing about being a dacoit but instead that I must disguise myself as his good friend who was a successful Asian trader from the Orient. Somewhat puzzled, I asked him why this was necessary. “Despite all the tales about American democracy, freedom and equality,” he carefully replied, “there are still some open wounds from the old slave days. The puss and hypocrisy within these gaping wounds still fester and refuse to heal.” I fully understood what he was saying and I could see how awkward this was for him, so I agreed to this charade and we left it at that.


  When we eventually flew to Chicago, my disappointment with American cities changed to relief and awe. From Chicago we travelled overland by Greyhound bus across state to his large family farm just outside Sheridan in Montana. The family farm had a magnificent open setting in the plain, but was surrounded by a crown of high mountain peaks and beautiful wide open valleys. The farm was large and productive with corn, wheat and potatoes all farmed in the low pasturelands. And, of course, the large herds of cattle and wild horses that roamed the distant hills and valleys were also a good source of income.


  I was privileged to meet all of my master’s family, which consisted of six siblings, other friends and their innumerable children. At the grand party, which was held in tribute to Mr Reicher’s home-coming, I was to learn the most about my master. I was fortunate and lucky enough to fall into conversation with Martha Jean, the youngest sister of the family and, apparently, a particular favourite of Mr Reicher. Her views about her elder brother were enlightening. “Mark you, Mr Datu, my brother Danny ain’t no easy make as a friend. You’ll have to work mighty hard to earn that tag. But I can assure you that his loyalty is well worth having…Why, I can even recall a story which proves this as fact. In my younger days,” she went on eagerly, “I was a stroppy bitch. I just went my own way and damn the rest of the pack!!…Anyway, one day I took a horse and rode up into the mountains just for the hell of it. This was against the rules because it was so dangerous—hell, I was just thirteen years old !!—too damn young, dumb and unbridled in them days I guess. Up in the mountains, my horse bucked and threw me into a deep gully and I was left sittin’ trapped on a ledge in that damn hole with a broke foot…Anyhow, the darkness comes creepin’ in and I reckon I’ll be dead with the night freeze an’ all and I’m sat there feelin’ sorry for myself and cryin’ a river…Another hour passes by and then I hear a shout from above and that’s Danny. And he’s cussin’ at me like I don’t know what!! Next thing I know, he shimmies down a rope, plucks me up and carries me right out of that awful black crevasse.” She paused and shook her head slowly and gazed lovingly at her eldest brother across the room. “He was my saviour. But that ain’t the end of it. When he heard that I’d gone up into the mountains, he jumped on his horse and rode like the wind. That’s treacherous country for any man or beast. He was travelling fast when his horse tripped and fell and threw him onto the rocks. The horse, a favourite of Danny’s, broke a leg in the fall. So Danny shoots the horse without a second thought, grabs the rope and tracks my trail on foot all the way up to the gully. After he lifts me out, we’re both gonna freeze to death anyhow, so Danny carries me a couple of miles in the dark and finds a cave. He starts a small fire and that gives us some warmth. Unfortunately, I was in pain and my mind was completely fried with fear…I was scared to death, ballin’ my eyes out, so Danny hugged me close all night. Next day, on account of my broke foot, Danny plucked up my bones again and carried me for most of the day until evening—maybe ten or twelve miles down through the mountains right out onto the plain ‘til we got back to the farm…” She waved a hand dismissively and continued. “Now that’s a story Mr Datu. And that’s my lovin’ brother. ‘Far as I’m concerned there ain’t no-one in this room comes up to his mark. Danny is the only real man standing in this damn room!!” I was delighted with the story and thanked Martha Jean for the tale. Yes, of course!! It appeared that my master had an uncommon loyalty and will. Why else would he risk all and swear to avenge his one and only murdered friend in Manila all those years ago? Still curious, I questioned Martha Jean further, “Is Mr Reicher a cowboy then?” Martha grinned. “Aw hell yeah—you bet…” she replied. “Best damn cowboy in these parts. No one to touch him. Some might be able to rope more steers, but he had an uncommon instinct for managing cows and he was a magician with horses—he wore a stallion like a second skin! Best damn shot with a six gun or with a scoped rifle that I’ve ever seen.” Then I asked the most urgent question. “Why did your brother leave the farm?” Martha Jean took a slow breath and she looked terribly sad for a long moment and then shook her head. “Well, despite all his damn gifts I s’pose he just wasn’t square or content with his own life. Only the Lord knows the answer to that one…I pray for his gracious soul every night.”


  The day after the welcome home party was also a great revelation for me and an important day. Early morning, well before sunrise, my master suddenly woke me and said that we were going to pay respects to his father’s grave. “No more damn crowds,” he said. “We go alone.” I washed, dressed and we both ate breakfast quickly. We went out to the barn and saddled two fresh horses. As my master mounted his horse, he said: “We could get to my father’s grave by road, but its quicker and more direct on horseback. He would’ve preferred it this way.” Whereupon I mounted my own horse and we both set off and rode hard for over an hour and travelled cross-country up to the top of one particular mountain. As we arrived at the summit I could see two white marble crosses upon a small hillock. These were the well-tended graves of his father and mother. The view from the top of this mountain was panoramic and wide and the sunrise was breathtakingly beautiful. We both walked over to his father’s graveside. My master became solemnly absorbed in old thoughts and memories as we both stood there for quite a long while in silence.


  Finally my master spoke quietly, as if to himself. “I’ve lost count of the whippings my father gave me. He whipped me plenty and drew blood every damn time. Some would say that he was cruel, but I say that he was the best damn father any boy could have.” He smiled at the memories. “My father used to say to me: ‘I love you very much son but I punish you harder than the rest ‘cause you’re the eldest and you gotta set an example to the others.’” He shook his head slowly, tears filled his eyes. “Yeah, he learned me good…real good. God bless his wicked soul.”


  After paying our respects to his father, I quite naturally thought that we were going to ride back to the family farm but I was wrong. Instead and without a word said, we came down the mountain and he headed in northwesterly direction for about an hour until we came across a derelict farm in a beautiful valley. The wood-built homestead was small, forlorn and dilapidated and hadn’t been lived in for many years. My master headed towards an area to one side of the homestead where there was a watering hole with a large pond or lake. There were two old wooden crosses set upon a wide mound of dark earth with dense black weeds growing all over. Mr Reicher angrily tore away and cleared the weeds by hand from around the two crosses. Their names were roughly hewn on old wood, faded and weather beaten: Costanza Hernandez and Clarissa May Hernandez . After staying for a long while and without a single word said between us the whole time, we rode away from that homestead in late morning. I will never forget the look on my master’s face that day. His demeanour showed great sadness and loss. But his eyes betrayed such a rage and fury inside him that I have never seen before or since. We never spoke again until we were back at the family farm and it would be many years before my master would ever speak openly about these two deceased people who meant so much to him.


  But there’s more to this story. After we had traveled back and returned to the jungles of Luzon, I distinctly remember that I was in the garden at the big house, casually tending the beautiful mountain orchids by the large veranda and I was thinking about Mr Reicher’s sister—Martha Jean—and all that she had said to me. And then, in an instant, a thought struck me like a thunderbolt! Martha Jean had also mentioned that my master had flatly refused any funds—his share of the profits—from the large and productive family farm. At the party, Martha Jean had also implored and even begged her eldest brother to return home and to take up his own rightful place on the large family farm. My master had told Martha Jean that he already had a stout business in the Philippines and so he didn’t need the money. This was simply an outright lie and not true. There was no “stout business” and we did, indeed, need the money badly. Then another sartorial thought struck me and I recoiled at its sudden impact. It became obvious and clear to me that my master had told all these lies deliberately for one reason and one reason only. He had lied in order to stay and continue living in the Philippines—that much was clear and plain enough to see. I then realised, with deep appreciation, that Mr Reicher must have told all these lies only for my benefit. He knew perfectly well that I would never be happy living in America. Such was the sacrifice and true nature of my master and the measure of his own regard and loyalty to me. Surely I could find no better friend or ally than that. I was a blessed man!!


  As to our current circumstances, Mr Reicher and I continue to live happily together, in harmony and in good health, as two families within Mountain Province on the island of Luzon. And yes, we still live in the jungle. We’ve lived here for about twenty-eight years. Some readers might well be wondering and asking the fair question, “Why so late in writing a book about your adventures after nearly thirty years?” In answer to this, my master and I were young and footloose all those years ago but we both have large families to support now. Mr Reicher was graced with four children and I was similarly bestowed with six vigorous offspring. In truth, it would not be our normal habit to brag let alone to write about our many past exploits or adventures but I must duly confess, as to our more urgent motives, that we have been forced to set our story down in writing solely as a means to provide financial support for both ourselves and our rather large, growing families. Here in these blessed jungle mountains, even though we grow our own vegetables and cultivate rice on our very own terraces and have achieved some degree of self-sufficiency through hunting and fishing, our living expenses still inexorably climb upwards. These are just some of the genuine reasons for writing this book.


  Lastly, I must further mention how the writing of this book by my master was a secret gift for his soul. You must remember that both my master and I have led full, active lives with many vigorous and dangerous adventures in the past. With our blossoming families, with age, and the necessity for taking on the more mundane responsibilities of a family life we have, so to speak, been starved of any new exploits and this has had a somewhat restraining influence upon my master’s spirit over the years. After all, he is the type of man, heart and soul, who needs adventure and danger; he needs the adrenaline of the chase or the fight and he always will. I have also noticed, within the last few more morose years, that his spirit had become dampened and somewhat sad, as if the last remnants of his life were trapped and constrained merely within that invisible barren cage of ordinary family routine. That’s why the writing of this book was such a godsend – because he was able to again re-live his exploits in great detail! There’s a new youthful spring in his step and a feeling of accomplishment now; he has ceased to worry so much about his family and all those bills. There’s a twinkle in his eye that I haven’t seen in many years and he talks and jokes about this book every single day. Unfortunately, this has also led to certain other problems concerning his new-found confidence. A Filipino friend of his in Manila has recently contacted him for urgent help. His friend, a successful and honest Filipino business man, has asked for his assistance against a vicious and corrupt local political warlord, whose local gangs have been extorting large sums of money from his business. Mr Reicher is currently considering embarking on this adventure to help his friend but I greatly fear that my master, who is no longer such a young buck, might be killed during such exploits. And so far I have been completely unable to dissuade him against participating in this rash task.


  Unless, of course, I could perhaps persuade him to write another book…





  Datu Man Sing


  Mountain Province


  The Philippines


  July 1975


  CHAPTER 1


  October 1941—Manila City, The Philippines


  As was my habit, like any other day, I was walking to work in uniform along the beautiful Hawaiian-palmed promenade off Dewey Boulevard and I was enjoying the early morning views across Manila Bay. My name is Daniel Reicher and, during this earlier period of my life, I was an MP in the US Army Criminal Investigation Branch. I was a Master Sargeant in the corps, thirty-two years old with twelve long years of service already under my belt. I should’ve been officer grade by now and some people said that I was a high flier but I smacked and floored a superior officer about three years ago which put paid to all that. The reasons for the hit were well deserved, but the outcome wasn’t so good for me. Still, I didn’t mind so much. Most officers I’d met never really made the grade anyway as far as I could tell. And as most old-timers knew, it was the non-commissioned officers who were the real oil and glue for the fighting forces, while the officers just seemed to take the glory road.


  I’d been on post in the Philippines for the last eighteen months or so, and Manila was a pleasant place to be but for the coming war, which was surely inevitable and only a short ways off. And talk about the coming war with the Japanese was all the rage in Manila at this time.


  As I paused and gazed out seaward from the promenade amongst my thoughts, I heard a sudden disturbance. Further on down the walk, about a hundred yards off, two young American marines were running down the promenade whooping and playing up merry hell with the local people. These two were drunk and wild from an all night booze session by the look of it. As they approached, I stepped out into the centre of the promenade and withdrew my oak truncheon. I waited until they were about twenty yards off then I threw the truncheon hard, spinning low like a sideways propeller, which clipped the knee of one of the running jar-heads who went flying and tumbling down onto the deck. He didn’t bounce much and it was a hard, messy fall.


  “Why the hell d’you do that, you sonovabitch!!” cried the other marine.


  I walked over and picked up my truncheon and put it back in the sack.


  “You’re causing an unnecessary public disturbance,” I warned.


  These two boys looked about eighteen, but I wouldn’t put any good money on it.


  “You spoiled our fun and you’re gonna pay,” cried the injured marine, angrily limping towards me with intent. The other marine was closing in too. They never give up do they?


  The injured marine swung wide and I slammed a fist into his ribs, lower left side, then I grabbed his wrist and spun him into a collision with the other marine, who fell over awkwardly, which was lucky for me. I slipped the cuffs on the injured marine, hands behind his back. The other marine was still lively, he swung at me again and I slipped the cuffs on him too. In the end, I had two confused drunken marines cuffed and restrained as per the book.


  “Hey, why’d you do that, sarge?” complained the injured marine.


  “The show’s always over when the comedy starts.” I replied.


  “Aw c’mon sarge, it wasn’t nothin’. Let us go – please!!” said the other one.


  I hauled them both up onto the curb on Dewey Boulevard, raised an arm up and an MP meat-wagon pulled up beside us. A fat, overworked corporal leapt out of the jeep. His name was Kowalski.


  “Hi sarge. Two more for the cage? ” He asked, busily slipping off the cuffs and throwing the two marines into the back of the wagon lock-up. He returned my handcuffs.


  “Just take them back to the marine barracks in Cavite and cut them loose. I don’t need the paperwork.”


  “Are we a damn taxi service now?” Kowalski asked and immediately bit his lip. Wrong thing to say to a Master Sergeant.


  “Watch your goddamn mouth, Kowalski.” I warned. I carefully eyeballed the corporal up and down. “And what the hell are those white stains doing on your trousers next to your pisser. Have you been masturbating again in a government vehicle without my permission, corporal?”


  “Hell no sarge!! I was having some ice cream over at Rico’s place and I guess I must’ve spilled some…”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Absolutely, sarge.”


  I took a step up to his face. “I’m watching you, Kowalski. In future, just do as I say without all the damn comedy. You understand?…And get that mess cleaned up.” I said, pointing to his trousers.


  “Sure thing, sarge…yeah, right away.” The young corporal was visibly trembling. He quickly leapt back into his jeep, revved up, and pulled away from the curb. As the meat-wagon moved off, the two young jar-heads in the back were yelling and cursing at me something fierce while flashing hand gestures and using sign language that would’ve made Geronimo blush pink.


  I glanced down at my watch and saw that I had about an hour before the start of work. This meant that I could buy a newspaper and have a slow coffee in Gordini’s Cafe with a peaceful read. So I crossed over Dewey Boulevard and cut east down Flores street towards Mabini. Along the way, I stopped in at Patel’s newsagent and bought a copy of the Manila Times.


  Fifteen minutes later, I was sitting in Gordini’s with a steaming hot mug of coffee and a warm scrambled egg and bacon sandwich on my plate. This cafe was large, homey and spacious with dark wood-panelled walls in the older colonial style, comfortable wicker chairs and stout coco-wood tables. There was a busy, friendly atmosphere about the place, which always smelled of thick brewed coffee and over-fried salty bacon.


  I was sitting at my favourite corner table by the large bay window and just about to dive into my sandwich when Andy McPherson suddenly appeared in front of me. He stood there characteristically dressed in old, beat-up tan trousers, white collarless shirt and dark-brown leather vest, which was his normal working attire.


  “Good morning Mr Reicher. I hope that I might find you well. May I sit?” he asked.


  Anyone who was anybody in this town knew about Andy McPherson’s reputation. He was an old, wiry Scot with a distinctive leathery, trampled face who used the art of sarcasm and cynicism like a dripping surgical blade. He was a well-known and successful local hardwood trader who was famous throughout the Spice Islands for his dry, ruthless wit. He was both a poet and an executioner. With only a few well-chosen words, McPherson could carve out any man’s soul and leave it to flop and bleed all over the tiles for everyone to see. He, apparently, would not suffer fools gladly and he practised his art fervently and fiercely…“For the good of mankind, damnit!!” But for some reason, which I could never pin down, McPherson seemed to like me.


  “Suit yourself,” I replied.


  McPherson, a diminutive man on the wrong side of fifty, planted his thin ass slowly down into a creaking wicker chair and sighed mournfully. He glanced across and saw the headlines on my newspaper: ”Japan Prepared to Risk the “Worst Situation”.


  “It would seem that the oriental jackals are circling closer,” he remarked.


  “I’ll give it just a month. Then it’s all out war with the Japs,” I replied.


  “I would certainly agree with that view,” he confirmed. “I have two associate friends—rubber planters both—who have plantations up in the northern Malayan territories. They have recently reported to me that Japanese troops are currently massing along the Thai-Malay border near Kangar and Patani and are also gathered in strength along the northeastern border just above Kota Bahru. It appears that the states just north of Malaya are positively crawling with Japanese soldiers at the moment.” He paused and shook his head sadly. “ I have many old friends in Malaya…poor buggers.”


  “What will you do, sir—will you be returning to Glasgow before the war starts?”


  The old Scot smiled patiently. “No I don’t think so, young man. The bloody Germans would never allow that.”


  “I’ve heard that Glasgow is a tough town.”


  “There are some who would infer that Glasgow is a rough, roguish city,” he went on in that soft, precise Scottish drawl. “But I have never found this to be so…Not at all. In fact, as a younger man they welcomed me with open arms upon my arrival from the Highlands all those years ago, despite some rather trivial and minor differences of opinion and these were all ironed out within a very short period of time. Such people eventually favoured and were glad of my arrival and presence in the city. I refer, of course, only to those city patrons who were left…still breathing.” A bright twinkle lingered in his eyes for a brief moment and then he added soberly, “Lowlanders are no match for Highlanders in a fight, Mr Reicher.”


  I couldn’t help chuckling at the story and my admiration for the old man increased. He was both a poet and a storyteller, I had no doubt.


  “No, I shan’t be returning to Scotland and more’s the pity,” he sighed deeply again. “But I have, as an alternative plan, recently succeeded in purchasing a first class ticket aboard an unregistered tramp steamer leaving Manila Bay within the week.”


  “Where will you go?” I asked.


  “Africa, my dear fellow—I must away to the Dark Continent as my refuge,” he replied. “In about four weeks time I will arrive at the busy port of Zanzibar. And if I’m not already stripped naked and laid bare by local native thieves then I shall strike out northwesterly for central Africa on my own—up into the deep, unconquered jungles of the Congo Basin. I have a friend there who has a tolerable business in tea and coffee. He has informed me that there are vast ancient pastures of mahogany and teak in this jungle region that are still virgin and yet to be plucked. My devoted industry is wood and I am a woodsman at heart. And if the damn Germans or Italians or Japanese wish to make my bloody acquaintance, then they must trek to my door through the thickest jungles of the Congo—and to hell with them!!” he growled fiercely, suddenly raising up and shaking a fist. “Personal vendettas I can fully understand but war is such a grand and stupid waste of time. No one benefits from war!!” He suddenly paused to frisk his leather vest and, from a side-pocket, withdrew a beaten up silver fob watch with dents all over it. He squinted at the dial then looked across at the restaurant clock over by the far wall with some exasperation. “Bloody machine never tells me the right time,” he grumbled bitterly, tapping the watch glass with a finger. “A great-cousin of mine, who was eventually hung for thievery and murder, originally owned this old timepiece.” Tap, tap, tap. “I’ve had it fixed eleven times—all to no avail—and the watch is still a damn liar and a cheat!” He looked up, much aggrieved, with eager frustration. “It was said, on the day, that my great-cousin was actually late for his own execution because of this bloody watch. The shame of it!!” He finally put the fob watch away in abject disgust and slowly stood up from his chair. “Forgive my rudeness Mr Reicher, but I must fly. My work lies fallow and I am terribly late…As ever, always a delight. Good day t’you, sir.”


  I wished him safe journey to Africa and before I could even blink he disappeared out the door.


  I’d only just managed to finish my cold scrambled egg and bacon sandwich when Tap Morgan walked through the door of Gordini’s Cafe. Sergeant Morgan was my right arm in the MP section and my best and only friend. We had both gone through the rigours of boot camp together at Camp Logan in Texas and he was as reliable as they come.


  Tap threw down his cap and sat himself down at my table.


  “The old man is having ten fits right now,” he grinned boyishly. “He’s screaming for your blood.”


  I sipped my coffee. “Nothing changes. I’ll finish my coffee and go when I’m good and ready.”


  “There’s been a double murder in Paco Park. Two locals sliced up. Sounds pretty bad. He’s at the murder site now.”


  “A murder?…Is it locals or does it involve US military personnel?” I asked.


  “Captain Cunningham-Rose doesn’t know. That’s why he’s screaming for your ass.”


  “Let the bastard stew,” I said, taking another smaller sip of coffee.


  A waiter came over and Tap ordered a beer.


  “A beer at eight o’clock in the morning?” I asked in amazement. “Are you kidding me?”


  “So I come from Mississippi. I like a hoppy, wet breakfast,” he smiled back.


  “For Pete’s sake—”


  “Will you get the hell off my case and stop mothering me. All you have to know is whether I can do my job. I’m never late for work and I always support you.”


  That was a truth and I couldn’t argue. It was also true, despite all his bad habits, that Tap was one of the best investigators in my section. The man was a born bloodhound. When I knew him in training, all those years ago, he was a recently and happily married young man. And then it all went sour and crumbled when his wife ran away with an officer fly-boy. From my side and as a good friend, it was painful to watch. Since that time, Tap was plainly married to the bottle. Most nights it was well known that he regularly visited the bars, lights and brothels in Malate and Mabini and for all I knew he probably frequented the opium dens as well. Every single mama-san in Manila knew him. But he never got into trouble and he was never late for work.


  The waiter came back over and set down his beer. Tap took a long, cool pull from the bottle.


  “How the hell do you do it?” I asked.


  “Do what?”


  “You get drunk as a damn skunk almost every night and you’re never late for work.”


  Tap laughed. “You want to know my secret?…I always pay the mama-san to wake me up at five sharp every morning,” he continued. “And if the lights are out and I’m not home then they’re under strict orders to throw a bucket of cold water over me as well. Then they drag me up onto a slab and give me some herbal tea with a special massage”—he winked and grinned wide—“Those shebas sure as hell know their business. Never fails.” He paused to sip his beer. “Hell, I’m the only man in the section that comes to work with a damn smile on his face. You should try it sometime, it would definitely improve your mood.”


  I frowned. “How come you always look so damn smart?”


  “Easy one,” he replied confidently. “Whenever I’m busy with any local girl at night, the mama-san does my laundry for me at the same time. So I always have a freshly washed and pressed uniform with nice crisp creases and shiny boots for the morning.” He leaned back with an annoying lop-sided grin on his face. “Hey, I’m the perfect soldier.”


  I gave up arguing with him and downed the last of my coffee.


  “I’m going over to Paco Park,” I said.


  “You want me along for support?”


  “Support? Hell no, you’ll just piss off the captain like you always do.”


  “You get no apology from me,” he insisted. “The man’s about as useful as gangrene on a stick. He’s no leader—hopeless at managing the men. You and I both know that he couldn’t recce his way out of an empty Macy’s bag without a map, a cpmpass and a weeks’ worth of rations.”


  I stood up, put on my side-cap and threw some change on the table.


  “The captain will be long gone soon,” I said. “Rest easy and have another beer on me.”


  “You do realize that you’re bribing an officer of the law,” he declared rather haughtily.


  “Absolutely, lover boy. Hell, as you know, I’m always ready and willing to corrupt any friend in need,” I replied sarcastically. I was weary of his attitude so I leaned across and shoved his bottle of beer directly in front of him.


  “Drink up and be merry while there’s still time soldier,” I urged. “There’s a war coming or have you forgotten? And you know as well as I do that sooner or later you’re going to end up lying in a stinking foxhole somewhere in the jungle, just like any other damn grunt, with a million Japs beating down on your sorry ass. Let’s drink to that.” Without asking, I reached out and took a gulp of his beer and set the bottle back down on the table.


  Then he suddenly went all quiet on me for some reason.


  “And don’t get any fancy ideas.” I warned.“There will be no compromise on section discipline. I will not have the section’s reputation turned into a damn laughing stock.”


  Tap reached out and took another casual swig of his beer.


  “My thoughts exactly,” he continued. “That’s why I reckon we should all give the captain a proper send off…with no hard feelings.” All said with an impish grin on his face.


  I walked out of Geordini’s a worried man.


  CHAPTER 1


  As I turned the corner into Paudre Faura, the traffic, the carts, cars and local people were thick and heavy on the street. It was rush hour, everyone was going to work and I was stuck in the middle of it all. I threw out a whistle and flagged down a kalesa, which was a sort of Spanish style horse and buggy affair.


  The cabby brought the kalesa up next to me. He was a thin, happy Filipino man with a big smile on his face.


  “Where you want to go, sir?” he asked.


  “Paco Park,” I replied.”And if you can do it in less than fifteen minutes I’ll pay you extra.”


  The man burst out laughing and took off his straw hat to scratch his head. He shrugged his shoulders and just pointed at the traffic.


  “Not a hope, sir. Going through this traffic will take at least forty-five minutes. So sorry...”


  I climbed into the buggy and settled in. The cabby turned around.


  “Can I suggest we go north to avoid all the traffic. Then I come back around and head south using a different route. That might be quicker, sir.”


  “Do whatever the hell you like, just get me there as quick as you can.” I said.


  “The scenic route it is then,” he grinned


  The cabby tapped the rump of his mare with his whipstick and we moved off with a jerk. He took a left and then another left and eventually we headed up to Dewey Boulevard. Then he turned right and headed north at a faster, constant trot.
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