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THE INCIDENTS REFERENCED in this story are based on actual case histories of events which occurred during the Vietnam War as documented by the Judge Advocate Service. 

References to the existence and activities of biker gangs in Toronto, and the Yorkville Village scene in the time frame of this story are based on news reports and police records.

Reference to one such gang, the Lost Boyz, is fictitious, and a creation of the author for the purpose of the story.
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Que Son Valley, Vietnam, December 10, 1967

THE SKY ABOVE THE CANOPY of dense trees was black. A cover of rain-filled clouds blocked the stars, and the air was thick and steaming. The only sounds came from a myriad of insects and the footfalls of three men in ponchos, moving warily through the dense, chest-high undergrowth. They were on a definitive search-and-destroy mission. Earlier that day, the unit received intelligence that the PAVN and VC were setting up a listening post about a half mile from the firebase, indicating they were planning an attack.

They were part of the 1st Brigade, 9th Infantry Division, assigned to Fire Support Base Ross in the Que Son Valley, along with elements of an ARVN regiment. The platoon leader, Lt John Roscoe, was ordered to send out three teams to locate and destroy it, and if possible, take prisoners. Each team was made up of three men and an ARVN regular to act as translator. These sorties were never easy, since the bastards were very good at hiding until the fire teams were almost on top of them, then all hell usually broke out.

PFC Jack Forbes hated the jungle: everything in it was there to make his life a living hell: the mosquitoes, the ants, the centipedes, everything, especially the 'gooks’ that lurked in the brush, behind a tree, under a stone, waiting for their chance to kill him. Each slow, cautious step took him closer to that fate. His senses were working in high gear, alert to every sound, shadow, or movement; his gut tight in the grip of fear.

PFC Eliot Horton was on point ten feet ahead with Corporal Willy Scaggs in the middle and Forbes in the rear-guard position. They were one-third of a nine-man section led by First Sergeant Carl Jackson. Eliot Horton was a nineteen-year-old kid from Oklahoma, a regular 'hayseed'. Willy Scaggs was a good ole boy from Yazoo City in Mississippi and one hundred percent 'redneck' who did not hesitate to demonstrate his bias, especially about Jackson being black and in charge. He did not like to take orders from a 'nigger’ as he always called him when out of earshot. It didn't take long to learn he hated anyone who wasn't from the South or a Republican, except for a half dozen other Southerners in the platoon; he steered clear of the rest of us.

Forbes, originally from Canada, came to the States to enlist, looking for adventure. Most of the men in his platoon 'ragged his ass' about this, since most were draftees. He would always say he felt it was his duty to help fight the advance of Communism and support Democracy whenever it was under threat. It was not long before the realities of the war tested his beliefs, sometimes to the breaking point. Now his only thoughts were to survive.

Forty minutes into the mission, they heard the first staccato of small weapons fire ahead of their position. The sergeant signaled for them to close-up and double-time to the firefight. They got there in time to see the other sections mopping up. They had captured four prisoners: one Viet Cong and three PAVN regulars. There was also a small cache of small arms, a half dozen grenades, what looked like anti-personnel mines, and a radio set. The prisoners were kneeling on the ground with two grunts standing over them; their M16 rifles levelled. First Sergeant Carl Jackson, a big black man from New York, stood nearby flipping through a notebook.

Once everything was secured, he began issuing orders to the men. First, he ordered one of the men to set a satchel charge in the hole with the weapons, then he ordered Scaggs and the rest of our section to take the prisoners, the radio, and the notebook back to the firebase. He and the others would continue checking the area in case there were other listening posts.

After a few 'yeah, sarges', we got ready to head back to the safety of the base with our prizes. The prisoners were bound with their elbows and wrists tied behind their backs. About halfway to the base, a prisoner, one of the PAVNs, stumbled and fell. When Horton bent down to help him up, he spit on him. Scaggs saw this and went ballistic, storming through the undergrowth and repeatedly clubbing the bound Viet POW on the side of the head with the butt of his rifle.  He was dead after the third hit. It was over in less than a minute.

The other prisoners started protesting in their own language, which made Scaggs even crazier. Next thing Forbes knew, Scaggs and Horton had their bayonets out and began stabbing them. Even the ARVN joined in. It was all over in less than two minutes. Scaggs turned on Forbes, blood-soaked blade in hand, telling him he'd better keep his mouth shut about what happened or else. It was clear he was pissed that I did not join in the slaughter.

We continued to the base and reported in. Scaggs turned in the report and the captured materials, which turned out to be a list of radio codes and frequencies. Afterwards, we were dismissed and headed for our billet. I noticed that Scaggs kept watching him, and not in a friendly way. Later, when I headed for my rack, I made sure to place my .45 under the pillow.

The first mortar round landed in the camp about two hours later, followed by a half dozen more. Within minutes, men were scrambling out of their tents, half-dressed and armed. A mortar round landed fifteen feet away from where Forbes and two other men were running to the ramparts to fend off the oncoming attack. The resulting explosion sent him and the two other men flying through the air. That was the last thing Forbes remembered from that night.

When he awoke, he was strapped in a basket stretcher secured to a Huey's runner, flying about twenty feet over the jungle below. Then the pain hit, followed, mercifully, by darkness.

The next time he saw daylight was in a hospital bed in Saigon with his right leg in a full hip-to-ankle plaster cast. He had taken two shrapnel hits in his leg from the mortar shell when it exploded, and would be out of action for at least the next six months; that meant it was a 'million-dollar' wound, and he would be rotated back stateside. The other two men did not make it.

A week and a half later, a Captain with the area JAG (Judge Advocate General) section and a Women’s Army Corps, or WAC, lieutenant dropped in to see him. They were in Nam to oversee any criminal activity, either off-base or perpetrated in the field. The L-T informed him that an official investigation had been opened into the events of his last mission and the dead prisoners. Scaggs and Horton were currently being held under house arrest on the base. Since he was incapacitated, an MP would be stationed outside his room.

Eventually, they had him up and moving around. Turns out, no bones were broken, however, the shrapnel did a significant job on most of the muscle tissue, especially in the thigh. It was while recuperating that he learned of Horton and Scaggs being arrested and formally charged. Realizing he was likely the next to be arrested, he decided to try to make a deal with the army. Surprisingly, they went for it. It seemed Horton told them that he had no part in the killings. Not long afterwards, the JAG officer returned with a woman dressed in a WAC uniform. This time she wore corporal stripes.

"This is Corporal Cortez," he said when they entered his room. "She is here to take your statement as part of your cooperation with our investigation."

"Yes, sir," I said.

"Good, then let's get started. This is an official proceeding, so the first order of business is swearing you in. Ready?"

"Yes, sir."

"Raise your right hand and repeat after me: Do you solemnly swear that the testimony you are about to give is the truth and the whole truth, so help you God?'

"Yes."

"PFC Forbes," he began, "is it still your intention to waive your right to legal counsel?"

"Yes," I answered, nodding. :I just want this to be over."

"Just answer the questions. Begin by giving, in your own words, a detailed account of the events of the mission undertaken by you, PFC Eliot Horton and Corporal William Scaggs on December 12, this year.”

The WAC corporal came over and took a seat at the small desk in the room and opened her notepad. I straightened up and began recounting that night, leaving no detail out. When I finished twenty minutes later, the WAC stopped writing. She put her pencil down and looked at me.

I looked at the captain and asked, "That it?"

"Depends," he said. "I'd say you should be okay. We'll be back if we need more. This is not a trial; it's just part of a pretrial investigation. Understand?"

"Yes, sir, I think so. What do you think, sir?" I asked as the two of them packed their papers and a notepad into a leather valise that was on the floor beside the desk.

"You did fine," he said." Just tell it the way you just did and you'll be okay."

"What's that mean?"

"It means you will be called to testify at the general court-martial of the other two men."

"Jesus. I do that and I'll get scragged for sure."

"I don't think you will have to worry about that. Usually, in cases like this, the court orders the witness transferred to a new unit or arranges for their discharge and return to the United States. Either way, you'll be safe. Besides, given the extent of your wounds, you'll be sent back and probably discharged."

Forbes appeared before the tribunal and gave his testimony at their court-martial; afterwards, he was ordered released, pending his discharge from the army. Looked like they would live out their days in Leavenworth; at least they weren't executed. Funny, the only one he felt remotely bad for was Eliot Horton.

Three days passed before he finally heard anything. The good news was that the court accepted the recommendation to discharge him; however, it would be a dishonourable discharge for failing to report the incident. It did not matter to the panel of judges that he was caught in the classic, 'damned if I do and damned if I don't,' situation.

He didn't care. Once back stateside, he decided he would return to Canada anyway.

As for Horton and Scaggs, they were convicted of 2nd degree murder and held over in Saigon for transport back to the States for delivery to the military prison at Fort Leavenworth in Kansas.
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FIVE WEEKS LATER, JACK Forbes was sitting in Lacy Hastings' law office in downtown Toronto. She was his cousin on his mother's side of the family.

His return home was proving to be more difficult than he expected. He thought once back home among family and old friends, he would be able to quiet the memories of steamy jungles and the constant fear of what lay hidden in the undergrowth. But that was not the case. He was tormented by haunting dreams, especially the ones of men being slaughtered, and their cries. He was learning, like most men who have seen the horrors of war, that the price he would pay, probably for a lifetime, would be the ghosts he would carry. But he knew he would manage.

"It's good to see you home again," Lucy Hastings said, looking at her cousin sitting across from her. "How are you doing?"

"You know, coping," Jack said.

"Good," she said. "I won't ask what it was like. I can only imagine. Now to why you're here. I'm not exactly sure what you think I can do here, Jack. My area of law is commercial; I deal mainly with insurance and real estate."

"I understand," he said. "It was just a stab in the dark, anyhow."

"Look, tell me again what happened; maybe I can put you with the right person."

"Like I said, when I was over there, my company was deployed to a firebase up near the Cambodian border. Our job was to run various missions..."

"Like this search and destroy one?" she said, interrupting him.

"Yeah," he continued, "like that. Anyway, word came in that the gooks, er, VC, were setting up listening posts close to the base. They usually did this just before an attack. Anyway, me and eight other guys from my platoon were sent out in three three-man teams to find them and take them out."

"And these prisoners?"

"Part of these missions was to take prisoners if possible. Anyway, we found one of the posts and wiped it out, taking four prisoners. That's when me and my section were ordered to take them back to the base."

"And that's when the other two murdered them?" she asked.

"Yeah, that's right," he said.

"Okay. Now tell what happened next."

He gave her a recap of the arrests and trial, during which he turned on his team members, leading to their convictions. All this happened five weeks ago.

"And now you say you think you saw one of them...here in Toronto?"

"Two days ago," he answered, nodding. "Up in Yorkville."

"How can you be sure, I mean, they were sentenced to prison, correct?"

"I know that, but I know what I saw. They must've escaped, somehow."

"It's possible, I suppose." She sat back in her chair, thinking. "Say, for the sake of argument, you're right; what do you propose to do?"

"I don't know," he said.

"The best I can do for you now is to contact the proper authority and report this matter. Other than that, I don't see where I can do anything legally. Have considered going to the police, or someone in the military?"

“No. I don’t want to get involved with the bullshit. I’ve had enough of that.”

“I get that, but you should think about it all the same.”

"So, that's it?"

"Sorry."

They sat looking at each other for several moments.

"What'll you do?" Lacy asked, her voice a bit low.

"Protect myself," he said.

"How?'

He opened his jacket enough for her to see the butt of the .45 pistol tucked into the waistband of his pants.

"Jesus, Mary and Joseph. Where did you get that?"

"I kept it when I got out; a souvenir."

"You get caught with that, and you'll definitely need a lawyer. My God."

"Yeah, well, one thing I learned over there was how to take care of myself. Besides, I got you, right?"

"Riiight," she said with a hint of sarcasm. "So? How do you plan on finding them?"

"Don't know yet."

"Look. I know someone who might be able to help. He's a private detective our firm uses from time to time, and he's very good at his job. Also, he knows the Village."

"A private dick?"

"That's right. I can call him. If he agrees to help you, will you talk to him?"

"I haven't got the bread to pay the freight on a private dick," he said.

"Not a problem. I know your folks have the money; besides, I think I can get you a cut rate. So? Do I call him?"

"Sure, why not. What's his name?"

"Matt Murphy."

* * *

LIFE IS GOOD.

The sun was out in a cloudless, blue sky. Everyone was going about their lives in happy anticipation of the coming Spring. Perfect, or so I thought, as I sat in my chair with my feet up on the windowsill, a half cup of Colombian coffee in hand.

My small, one-man detective agency was doing well, thanks to a few lucrative retainers I managed to secure– two insurance companies and a couple of law firms kept me as busy as I wanted to be. And, much to the delight of my beautiful wife, out of the line of fire from some pretty bad people. Secretly, I had to admit, there were times when I missed those rough and tumble days when I was young and dumb with more balls than brains, or so it seemed.

These days, it's nothing more exciting than looking into fraud claims and background checks of witnesses; hardly the meat and potatoes of your basic dime store detective novel, but it pays the bills, keeps the missus happy, and lets my two girls enjoy their daddy every evening after school.

'Aaaaaahhhhh', I said to myself.

My reverie was abruptly interrupted by the intercom on my desk as it crackled to life.

"A call from Lacy Hastings on line one," Beverley Duggan, my new girl as of Friday, said. "Sez it's important."

I dropped my feet to the floor, taking one last look out the window. I leaned forward, pressed the answer button, and said, "Thanks." I reached for the phone and pressed the flashing button.

Just before I pressed the button, a familiar sound inched its way into my thoughts: laughter. The gods that had decided to make me their source of amusement were about to change everything...again.

"Lace," I said as cheerfully as I could muster. "What's up?"

"Hi, Matt," she said.

She had one of those voices some women have that sends shivers of sexual excitement down a fella's spine. We have known each other for over a year now.

"Thanks for taking this call. Did I catch you at a bad time?"

"Not really; just sittin' here enjoying getting old."

"Huh?"

"Nothing. Forget it. A joke. What can I do for you?"

"Have you got a few days for a personal job?"

"For you, sure. Anything wrong? You in some kind of trouble?"

"No, not me. A relation. I'll be picking up the tab on this one. It's off the books."

"Don't worry about that," I said. "You send enough work my way, so if I can help, I'll just get you to cover the expenses, if any."

"Thanks, Matt," she said.

"So, what's the problem?"

"Jack Forbes: that's his name. In a nutshell, he went to the States back in '66 and enlisted in the army. He had some crazy idea that he was fighting the advance of Communism, or some other idealistic crap. Anyway, while he was over there, he got mixed up in the murder of some prisoners by some of his squad. He managed to cut a deal with the Judge Advocate General's office by cooperating and testifying against the men who committed the crime. With me so far?"

"I'm listening," I said.

"Now he's out and with a dishonourable discharge to his credit. He came back to Toronto to start over. Right now, he's helping out at some of the halfway houses, assisting draft dodgers and deserters. He came to me looking for help because he thinks he saw one of the men he turned on, here in the Village. I'm out of my depth on this, but I figured the least I could do was to put him with someone who might be better suited to help him."

"And just what do you think I can do?"

"Maybe look around and see if you get a lead on this guy, you know, if he's really here, then I can give everything you find to the proper authority to deal with it. I don't know anyone who knows the Village better than you."

"Flattery'll get you a cup of coffee," I said. "I'll want to talk to Forbes before I make a decision."

"Fair ball. I already told him to call you. Thanks again, Matt. I really appreciate this."

"No problem. Tell him to call me tomorrow."

"Okay. Say hi to Jane for me."

"Will do."

The next day, Jack Forbes contacted me around ten-thirty. We arranged to meet at a small cafe near Queen's University Campus at two o'clock.

I spotted him as soon as he entered the bistro. He was not a bad-looking young man; average height and weight, with dark, shoulder-length hair and a short-cropped beard. The only distinguishing feature that set him apart from the multitude of similar-looking men was a pronounced limp.

"Jack Forbes?" I called out with a wave of my hand.

"Yeah," he said when he reached the table; it was near the window with a good view of  the street and out of earshot of the few patrons still eating.

"How'd ya know it was me?"

"Family resemblance."

He gave me a quizzical look as he sat down.

"You look a little like Lacy– the eyes and cheekbones."

"Oh, yeah, I suppose so," he said. "I'm guessin' she sorta filled you in on my problem?"

"Just the edges. You want a coffee? Something to eat?"

"Coffee's fine, thanks."

I signaled to the waitress, a cute and well-put-together twenty-something, dressed in a Paisley blouse and wearing tight-fitting bell-bottomed Levi jeans that accentuated her backside perfectly. Like most of the young women in the Village these days, she had long dark brown hair, parted in the middle that hung down her back almost to her waist.

When she looked at me, I pointed at my cup and raised two fingers. She nodded her understanding.

"Okay," I said, looking back at the young man across the table. "What say you tell me why Lacy thinks you need my help?"

"Okay."

Ten minutes later, I had a good idea of his problem.

"I gotta ask," I said as he picked up his mug.

"Let me guess," he said, “what the hell was I thinking, going down there to fight in a war that wasn't any of my business, right?”

"Right," I said.

"Let's just chalk it up to one of many bad decisions of youth and leave it at that, okay?”

"Sure. Still, it was an expensive one, what with a dishonourable discharge and all."

"That's nothing compared to what I carry around inside. Those movies we used to  watch lied. There ain’t no honour or anything romantic about war."

I could hear the disillusionment and regret in his voice.

"At least you came back, healthy and more the wiser," I said.

"Yeah, there's that."

"Okay. Tell me about this man you saw, and why you think it was one of the men you helped convict?"

"Like what?"

"Looks. Habits. What he likes, doesn't like. Where he likes to drink, that sort of thing."

"Oh."

The man he described to me was known as William' Willie' Scaggs. He was originally from Mississippi and was a proud Southern boy, in other words, a hardcore 'redneck'. 

I recognized the type immediately from a previous case involving a very good friend, a local gay man. As I recall, these people were bigoted with deeply instilled prejudices, tending to swagger a lot and hassling those they didn't like, but were, by and large, mostly a royal pain in the ass. Although when running in a pack, they can be violent and dangerous. I could only imagine what this guy must be like as an ex-soldier and convicted murderer.

"Scaggs is the one who's the most dangerous," Forbes said when he finished describing him, as if picking up on my thoughts. "He's truly full of hate."

"You say you saw him, where exactly, here in the Village?"

"Yeah. A coupla days ago. I'd dropped in at the Onion on Yorkville Avenue, ya know the place, anyway, when I came out, I spotted him across the street talking to a couple of guys."

"What makes you think he's here looking for you? How would he even know you were here in the first place?"

"I told them I was from here when I was posted. We talked about Toronto a lot."

"Okay, I get that, but it's also possible, if it is this Scaggs, and he's escaped custody, he's here because he's heard Toronto's a good place to run to?"

"Yeah, I suppose, but..." Forbes said hesitantly, not sounding convinced.

"Okay. Tell you what. I'll look into it; see what I can find out, if anything," I said.

"Thanks. What can I do?"

"First, stay outta the Village for a while. Stay away from your usual haunts, including any places where you volunteer helping ex-pats up here. He can't find you if you aren't there."

"But how will I know...?"

"Check in with Lacy. I'll let her know whatever I find out. Deal?"

"Okay. Deal." He reached his hand across the table, and I accepted it.

"Right. It starts now. You bugger off home and I'll make a coupla phone calls. Remember what I said about staying away. By the way, you have any friends in the Village you trust?"

"A few, yeah; why?"

"Call them and let them know you'll be away for a while, don't say where you're going, and tell them to let me know if anyone comes around asking about you."

"Okay. And if there is?"

"Call me at my office and let me know who told you and how I can reach them. I'll take it from there." I gave him one of my cards.

"Okay."

"Right. Off with you."

He stood up, and I watched as he headed for the door. I could see him through the window as he strode off down the street. A few minutes later, I got up, paid the bill with a generous tip, and then headed out. 

I made it back to the office, and once at my desk, reached for the Rolodex.

I was looking for Lucas Janes' number. He was an American deserter who arrived in Toronto back in nineteen sixty-seven, after he came back from Vietnam as a result of a  serious wound he got while on patrol. Since arriving, he has been actively involved with helping other Americans fleeing service over there. We met at an anti-war rally in nineteen sixty-eight; Jane and I also being strongly opposed to the war.

I pulled his card and reached for the phone. He picked up after the fifth ring, and sounded out of breath.

"Yo," he said with a slight drawl. He was a black man from South Carolina.

"Catch ya at a bad time?" I asked.

"Sorta. I was jus' finishin' my business in the can."

"Thanks for the image."

"What can I say. Whazzup?"

"You still have that connection in the States, you know, the one in the army?"

"Yeah, why?"

"Can you give them a call and see if there's anything about a jail or prison break. A coupla shitheads in on a murder rap happened over in Nam?"

"Sure. Whaddya into this time? Thought y'all gave up the shit jobs."

"Ever hear of a guy named Jack Forbes?"

"Yeah. His name popped up a few times. Works with summa the houses helpin' settin' people up with housin' an' jobs I hear, why?" 

I gave him a quick rundown on Forbes' story.

"Shee-it, chargin' grunts with murder over there is like handin' out speedin' tickets at a race track."

"That bad?"

"You ain't got no fuckin' idea, man. We gonna have a whole generation of truly fucked up assholes nobody wants anythin' to do with; mutha-fuckin’ pricks."

His anger and contempt for his native country were almost palpable at times.

"While you're at it, can you put the word out to keep an ear open for someone named William Scaggs; goes by Willie. According to Forbes, he's a real hard ass redneck from Mississippi."

"Ain't dey all. Yeah, okay. I git anythin' I'll call."

"Thanks, Luke, you're a peach," I said with a wide grin.

"Y'all know that joke ain't so funny anymore."

"Joke?" The line went dead.

I gave Lacy a quick call to let her know I was on the case and that Forbes would stay out of sight until I could check a few things. I did not tell her about Lucas. They met once before, and he left a definite impression on her —not a good one. Later, when I asked why, she said she felt scared around him.

In some way, I understood; I, too, at times felt uneasy when I was with him. There is a sense of danger about the man.

I decided to pack it in for the day and go home. On the way out, I stopped at Beverley's desk.

"We got a new case?" she asked, looking up from her glossy magazine.

"Maybe," I said.

"Wanna open a file?"

"Not yet. I'm doing this one more or less pro bono; a favour for Lacy. I'll let you know if it changes. Right now, I'm heading home. Finish up whatever you're doing, and then lock up."

"Okay. You coming in tomorrow?"

"Yeah. See you in the morning."

"'K'," she said as I headed out the door.
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Leavenworth, Kansas, Three Weeks Earlier

IT WAS 21:45 HOURS when the US Army DC 9 Dakota Transport plane landed at the Kansas City International Airport, twenty miles southwest of Fort Leavenworth. It taxied to a hangar at the far end, where a waiting army bus and a military police jeep were parked. The tarmac glistened from the bright lights illuminating the area through the heavy rain. Typically, the plane would have landed at the airfield located by the prison, but the runway was under repair.

Six MPs in rain gear, armed with sidearms and three-foot-long riot sticks, stood milling about, watching the plane roll to a stop. They were guards sent to escort the cargo of prisoners back to the military prison north of the city. These included men who were taken out to various locations for medical and other reasons, and new detainees sent to begin their sentences.

Willie Scaggs and Eliot Norton sat strapped securely in their seats with a sheet of Plexiglas between them to avoid contact; both were shackled at the ankles to metal rings set in the floor. There were three other men similarly seated on the plane. Scaggs looked around at the other men, then at the four MPs sitting two to a side at the front, facing them from behind the wire screen.

The plane came to a stop just outside an open hangar where a 'mule' arrived, hooked up to the nose wheel, and began pulling it inside slowly. Ten minutes later, one of the guards, a sergeant, stood up and unlocked the cage door while another went and pulled a lever, releasing the chain connecting the ankle shackles from a metal ring in the floor.

"Right, you lot," the guard who opened the door said as he stepped into the cabin. He had a two-foot-long truncheon in his hand. "Stand up and line up in the aisle. In a few minutes, you'll march out and down to the hangar floor, where you'll be processed and boarded onto a waiting bus. No talking unless spoken to, got it?"

He eyed the men standing in the aisle for a moment, then said, "Move out."

Two of the MPs had deplaned already and were standing on either side of the stairs that had been wheeled over and set against the door. Three other men stood around a wooden desk where a captain sat sorting through a stack of files.
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