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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




PART ONE


The White Rajah
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The old rajah knew he was dying: he had seen a strange bird flying across the mouth of the Sarawak River. Witnessing the sight through one of the lattice-work windows of his white palace, he needed no bomoh to tell him the meaning of this omen, which could have been interpreted by a four-year-old child. Surprising to some, the rajah was not depressed about this state of affairs for he had been ill over a long period. Death, while not perhaps a blessing, was at least welcome.


The bird had been green and red in colour, flying as straight as a blow-pipe dart. These refinements told the rajah that something else was happening out there in the vibrant world. Something else was occurring which would be of benefit to his region of the sultanate which was ostensibly ruled from Brunei, but was in practice virtually autonomous. He sent for one of the Malay princes, Ahmed Rimah, and asked him to describe what was going on in the world outside the palace grounds.


‘My lord,’ said the prince, in a quiet voice, ‘it is market day in the city. The people have come from far and wide – Sea Dyaks, Land Dyaks, Chinese and Malays – they are bartering for goods, selling their wares, cheating each other.’


‘And on the rivers?’


There were dozens of rivers like brown snakes writhing through the jade forests of Sarawak. Their banks were shared by red orang-utans and reticulated pythons, their waters by crocodiles and mosquito larvae. The surfaces of these meandering waterways, ruffled by frequent rapids, were human playgrounds for trade, travel and occasional war.


‘The rivers are quiet, my lord.’


Breezes lightly lifted the prince’s cream silken pantaloons and yellow brocaded tunic as he stood there wondering what was in the rajah’s mind. The prince had a tightly wound turban of green silk on his head with an enormous ruby brooch pinning it fast to his black hair. Below this turban a small frown marred his smooth, pale-skinned countenance. Harsh sunlight rarely touched the delicate complexion of Prince Ahmed’s face.


‘The sea? What of the sea?’


Again the prince’s eyes were troubled. He did not know how to answer. In the end he decided upon the truth.


‘There is a yacht cruising through our coastal waters. I am told it flies the flag of the British Navy.’


‘Ahhhh,’ murmured the rajah, sinking back on to his soft cushions. ‘Please send for its captain, Prince Ahmed. I must speak with him.’


‘Might I be permitted to know why you wish to see this British captain?’


‘No, Prince Ahmed, you may not.’


Allen Starke stood on the deck of the Monarch, watching the coast of Sarawak slip by to starboard. Starke’s face was lightly scarred down one side and he held his right arm tucked into his waist. These were the only indications of the hideous wounds he had received in India several years earlier, in 1840. Lieutenant Starke, as he was then, was riding with a message when he was caught in withering crossfire.


For many months Starke trod water between life and death. Eventually the ferryman decided death did not want him and left him to wash up on the bank of the living. Once he had recovered enough he returned to England, to his younger cousin Harriet’s house, where she nursed him back to complete health. It was to Harry that Starke had announced his intention of travelling the world to try to find himself. Harry had instantly demanded to accompany Starke on his search for his destiny, saying that England was dull.


‘You could leave me here, Allen. In which case I would die of boredom amongst flower gardens and old aunts, while you go off with a guilty conscience. On the other hand, you could earn my eternal gratitude by taking me with you,’ Harry had said to him.


‘But Harry, you know how shocked everyone would be. Ladies just don’t go traipsing around far-flung countries. Apart from the danger, how will you find a husband when you’ve been halfway around the world with your cousin?’


Both cousins knew there were no romantic feelings on either side, nor would there ever be. Starke was a confirmed bachelor and, though she was very fond of him, Harry had no wish to share a life with him as his wife, only as a companion. Harry was not a beautiful woman. In fact, many unkind mothers of pretty girls called her ‘dark and plain’. She also had a fiery personality, too full of enthusiasm for the wrong pursuits. She loved riding fast unmanageable horses and tramping in the Cumberland hills. Most men of her class liked their ladies to be ornaments who sang prettily at the piano and painted water colour pictures on the lawn.


At twenty-eight, Harry was past making a ‘splendid match’ and the best she could wish for was a husband who loved her. Hopefully, the right man would see her fire and enthusiasm as assets, but he was not the sort of man she would meet in the drawing-rooms of Surrey. Finding a husband was not her reason for wanting to accompany her cousin however – she was not that eager to place her future in a stranger’s hands – but Harry craved excitement in her life. Travel helped satisfy that craving, especially travel outside Europe, in the more exotic regions of the earth, where more or less anything could happen.


‘I don’t want to be Fanny Price, of Mansfield Park,’ she told her cousin, ‘I want to be Harriet Glendenning of No Fixed Address.’


‘You saved my life,’ he replied, exaggerating things just a trifle for the benefit of the shocked aunts, ‘so how can I refuse you, Harry?’


During the time that he convalesced in Surrey, the death of his father provided him with enough funds to purchase a yacht. It was a sleek racehorse of a craft which cut an elegant figure on the water. Because this vessel had belonged to the Royal Navy it had the same privileges as a man o’ war and was authorized to fly the white ensign. Starke had decided that although he been permitted to live, his military years were over, and he determined to set out and search the world to find a new purpose for his life. He set sail for Ceylon by way of Aden, cruised around the Maldives for a month or two, then went on to Singapore. He found the ‘lion city’ full of merchants and tradesmen, most of them expatriate Chinese. In search of more exotic company he moved on and so circumnavigated the Malay peninsula and cruised to Borneo.


Now he was sailing along the coast of Sarawak. Here he knew lived three races – Dyaks, Chinese and Malays. He knew a little about the latter two, but he had needed to look up the word ‘Dyak’ in his books. It seemed the Land Dyaks were split into several tribes – Kayan, Kenyan, Kejaman, Skapon, Berawan, Sebop, Punan, and many more – and they lived inland, in longhouses controlled by chiefs and paramount chiefs. Only the Iban were known as Sea Dyaks. They lived on the coast and were different in appearance to the Land Dyaks who lived along the rivers. The Iban were raiders, a fierce people, often hostile.


‘There’s a boat coming out, Cap’n,’ said the helmsman, John Keller a red-headed seaman. ‘A royal canoe by the look.’


Starke looked up to see that Keller was right. There was a canoe with a thatched roof. Starke could make out a figure sitting on a carved chair in the centre. The canoe was rowed by what appeared to be Dyak Indians. Starke had already encountered some Sea Dyaks sailing prahus, pirates who tried to board him. He blew them out of the water with his six-pounder cannons and two swivel guns mounted fore and aft.


‘I see them now, Keller, thank you.’


‘Aye, aye, Cap’n.’


Though his eyes were sharp and keen, Keller was the only real troublemaker on board. Allen Starke intended to leave Keller in some foreign port when the time came. He was the cause of much unrest within the crew. Most of the others would have been happy to knock Keller on the head and tip his body overboard in the middle of the night, but Keller was handy with his fists. It would have taken more than one of them and they were not yet a cohesive enough unit nor sufficiently confident of one another’s willingness to remain silent afterwards.


Starke knew that if Keller remained on board the seaman would eventually disappear one dark night – or someone else would be killed by his hand.


Starke ordered Rediman, the first mate, to take in sail.


Soon the canoe was alongside and a Malay dignitary came on board. After declining refreshments, the man said he was Prince Usop. He was armed with a kris, a wavy-bladed dagger, and was wearing a colourful sarong and a red velvet jacket trimmed with silver which had large buttons made of hornbill beak. Usop was Prince Ahmed’s older brother and the crown prince but, unlike his younger sibling, Usop was extremely ugly, and had a humped back. The prince pointed to the beautiful Santubong Mountain on the mainland and said in good English, ‘The Rajah of Sarawak requests your presence at a feast this evening. Will you come, sir?’


Starke thought about declining. There were treacherous people amongst the local rulers. However, at the last moment an impulse urged him to accept.


‘Yes, thank you, I’ll be there. I shall come in one of my boats, so you have no need to wait.’


The prince bowed and left. He did not sit down again but stood in the stern of his prahu, looking back at Starke’s yacht the whole while until he reached the shore.


Starke waited for the flow tide and then went upriver in one of the ship’s four boats. He took with him six of his crew, armed with muskets and cutlasses. Keller had given Starke a problem. If he took him along, he might cause some incident and ignite a riot. If he left him behind, there would without doubt be some kind of fight. He decided to take him, but made the sailor steer the boat to keep him occupied. Starke had made sure Keller was also without a weapon of any kind.


Harry remained on board. She had gained considerable respect amongst the crew for her doughty character. During the pirate episode she had remained on deck the whole time, not getting in the way, but determined to watch the battle. In her slim white hand had been a rather large pistol. It had been given to her to use on herself, if the battle had gone the wrong way, but she had no intention of committing suicide for such a silly thing as protecting her honour. She had used it to shoot a Dyak pirate between the eyes as he clambered over the gunwales.


She had now been left in charge of the Monarch. If Starke did not return she was supposed to order the rest of the crew to sail the yacht to Singapore. She was just as likely to take the craft up the Sarawak River and lay waste to the city. In her way she was as much a rebel as was Keller, only her intentions were good, whereas Keller’s were at best dubious.


When Starke reached the royal jetty he found a large gathering of Malay princes waiting for him.


‘Keller, you will accompany me,’ said Starke, ‘the others remain on the jetty. I want no trouble. You will wait for my direct orders before doing anything at all, is that clear?’


The boatswain nodded briskly. ‘Aye, aye, Captain.’


‘Keller,’ went on Starke, ‘keep your mouth shut and your fists in your pockets. I’m taking you with me only because I don’t trust you back here. If you give me any problem whatsoever, I’ll shoot you dead. Do you understand?’


Keller growled, ‘Murder, Cap’n?’


‘Out here there are different laws and no one cares about the rights of villains, Keller.’


The seaman shrugged and nodded sullenly.


The Malay princes, Ahmed and Usop among them, clustered around the two Europeans and bustled them towards the palace. Starke was taken through marble halls to a cool room in a high tower. Here he was ushered into the presence of an old man swathed in cotton, lying on a bed of silk. The old man was as shrivelled and wrinkled as a brown lizard. Starke could see that the spark of life within the man was all but gone. His breathing was quick and shallow, his throat pulsing like that of a reptile suffering from too much sun. There was not much time.


A gnarled, crooked hand, devoid of any flesh, beckoned the captain closer to the bedside.


‘You are Allen Starke, the Englishman?’


Starke raised his eyebrows. ‘You are well informed, sir.’


‘You are Captain of the Monarch?’


‘I am indeed.’


‘I have heard of your exploits against the Sea Dyak pirates in my waters,’ said the rajah, his voice like dry leaves rustling in the breeze. ‘You have done well. Those pirates are a plague on my country. Do you think you could rid these waters of them for good and all?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Starke, sensing an important announcement. ‘I could – but why would I wish to risk my men and my yacht to do that?’


The crowd of princes were standing in the doorway, watching and listening intently to every word that was spoken. Keller was standing a little way off from the bed, his eyes flicking from one face to another, gauging the mood of those participating in this drama Keller was a liar, a thief and an all-round scoundrel, but he was a survivor and no coward. No matter what his captain’s orders might have been, if trouble started he was going to fight his way out of that room. Where was the sense in doing anything else?


The old man continued. ‘The leader of those pirates is called Lingore, a vicious cutthroat who thinks nothing of using a live baby as a flag hanging from his mast. He is an evil man, who lays waste to villages and destroys my prahus. The datus,’ the old man waved a bony hand at the Malay princes, ‘can do nothing about him. They are helpless and only fit for court intrigue and plotting against each other.’


‘I understand,’ said Starke, ‘but shouldn’t you be resting, instead of telling me these stories? You seem very ill to me, sir, and I advise you to get some sleep.’


The old man, his head like a fleshless skull, gave out a husky laugh. ‘I am not only ill, I am dying. I shall be dead before the morning. This is what I have to say to you, Captain. If you rid the waters of these pirates, then I wish you to be the next rajah in my place. Promise you will be the scourge of this blight and you shall rule Sarawak for Sultan Omar Ali of Brunei. I have sent word to him and already have his approval. I offer you a kingdom, Captain Starke, in exchange for your promise.’


There was a gasp from the doorway. The princes began chattering amongst themselves like starlings. Keller, unarmed at the orders of Starke, looked around him for a handy weapon and decided upon an ornamental Dyak sword which hung on the wall behind the bed. Keller calculated he could have that weapon in his hands within three bounds. He remained poised on his toes, ready to make the leap forward if the princes came on.


‘Quiet,’ cried one of the datus. There was immediate silence, for the voice was that of Prince Usop, the crown prince. ‘Let my uncle the rajah finish his words.’


‘Thank you, Usop,’ said the rajah. ‘But now I am simply waiting for an answer to my question.’


Allen Starke sat for a moment or two contemplating the old man’s offer. He had little doubt he could get rid of the pirates, given time. If he could not do it with the Monarch he could send for a larger ship to do the job. The question was, did he want to rule a foreign land? If he undertook this task it would be lifelong. There would obviously be much opposition from the princes in the doorway – and others, no doubt. Furthermore he had no idea of the enormity of the task, what it might entail, and whether or not he was being tricked into something much more complex than appeared on the outside.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said to the rajah, ‘I need more information – and you are very weak.’


The skeletal hand waved away the concern for his health.


‘A man who is dying is beyond rest,’ said the rajah. ‘What do you wish to know?’


‘Why me – an outsider?’


‘It is precisely because you are an outsider that I wish you to take my place. There are three races here – the Chinese, the Malays and the Dyaks. During my lifetime the Chinese merchants have become rich and powerful in their own right. The head-hunting Dyaks also need a ruler who will look after their interests as well as those of the Malays and the Chinese. If I appoint anyone else – Malay, Chinese, Dyak – there will be jealousy, rivalry and riots. In short, there will be a blood bath. You, as an outsider, can look to the interests of all groups, without having any particular bias or prejudice.’


‘I understand that part of it now, but how do you know you can trust me to act as you wish? Englishmen are as fallible as any other race. We have our share of greedy, brutal despots who would milk a country dry. What makes you so sure I am not one of those men?’


The rajah came off his silken sheets and grabbed Starke’s collar, pulling the captain’s ear close to his mouth.


‘This is not a rich country. There are some individuals who have money, jewels, fine clothes, big houses, but the kind of wealth that warps men into lesser creatures cannot be found in Sarawak. Even so, I would not hand over my kingdom to just anyone. There are sorcerers here, people who can see into a man’s soul. I have consulted those who can foretell the future,’ he whispered hoarsely. ‘You are spoken of as a man with integrity and justice in his heart.’


Starke lowered the rajah back on to his bed of silk. Behind the bed was a huge Persian carpet: a wall-hanging. In corners of the room were ivory ornaments, vases of solid gold, ebony chairs and jade carvings. Yet, it was as the rajah had said, the country itself was relatively poor. It had gold and antimony mines, but these did not produce the kind of wealth that made men rich overnight. If Sarawak was to become great it would be a slow process, through hard-gathered trade, and perhaps would never happen at all.


‘I accept your offer,’ he said, solemnly. ‘I’ll do my best to rid the South China Sea of pirates. I hope I shall prove as wise a ruler as my predecessor.’


There were several intakes of breath from the princes in the doorway at these words. The rajah smiled, faintly.


‘Good,’ he said. ‘I announce you as my heir. My grand vizier, Muda Hassim, will take care of you.’


Starke looked up to see that a powerful-looking man had forced his way through the knot of princes into the room. He was accompanied by guards, who immediately took up positions around the room and pushed the princes back, clearing the doorway.


Allen Starke nodded towards Keller and the pair of them joined the princes, who had now moved outside the room, as more of the rajah’s personal bodyguards began to press them towards the stairs of the tower.


On the way back to the boat the two Englishmen were jostled by the Malay princes.


Prince Ahmed said to Starke, ‘You will not last very long if you come back here.’


‘Why are you making threats, brother?’ asked Prince Usop. ‘I am the next in line – it is me who has been robbed.’


‘No one is safe,’ cried another prince. ‘Your uncle had no children. We all have a claim.’


Starke turned to them and said, ‘That’s precisely why the rajah wishes the next ruler to come from the outside, so all this petty squabbling will cease. I’ll tell you now that when I return it’ll be for good. Once I’m ruler I shall suppress any insurrection with utmost firmness. You all heard what the rajah had to say about all the races having an equal interest in this fine country of yours. Let the silly quarrelling amongst you come to an end and let us have peace here.’


With that, Starke jumped into the boat and ordered his men to cast off. The mariners rowed downriver to the sea with great energy, mistaking their captain’s intense silence, and Keller’s high excitement, for signs that all had not gone well at the palace. The seamen thought they were about to be chased back to the yacht by prahus full of armed men from the city.


When they reached the yacht and Harry came to greet her cousin, Keller could hold back no longer.


‘They’ve made him a king,’ he cried in a wild excited voice. ‘We’ll all be rich!’


‘A king? What’s this?’ said the boatswain. ‘Is that the truth, Cap’n? Have you been crowned a king?’


‘I’ve been offered the sultanate of Sarawak by the present rajah, who is unfortunately dying. This doesn’t mean you’ll all become suddenly very wealthy, despite Keller’s outburst. If you remain with me, you will no doubt find a comfortable life here, but I don’t intend to enrich my own people at the expense of others.’


Despite these words, Keller was irrepressible. He believed that Starke was merely playing the English gentleman, saying what he thought people wanted to hear. Keller could not conceive of anyone who would not take advantage of this windfall. Who would it hurt? Only a bunch of natives. Why, you took what you could in this world, and left the leavings to the poor. Of course they were all going to be made rich. It was his good fortune to be on Starke’s yacht when the gods were smiling.


Harry spoke to her cousin in his cabin, privately.


‘Is this true? You’re going to be the next rajah?’


‘Yes, Harry. I have accepted the old rajah’s offer. I have promised to rid the area of the pirates, but I think that was just a sop for the Malay datus. They believe it should be one of them, you see, which I suppose it should. Nevertheless, we’ll set about hunting for the pirates tomorrow.’


‘I’m very happy for you, cousin. I’m a bit sad too. I thought we were going to have more adventures.’


‘There’s adventures to be had in this land by the fistful, Harry. The interior is full of Dyak head-hunters. The mouths of the rivers are inhabited by Chinese merchants who are all trying to outdo each other with regard to trade. And the city is teeming with Malay princes who will no doubt try to assassinate me at the first opportunity. Oh, there’ll be plenty of excitement for you here, Harry. This is a colourful exotic land, full of Eastern mysticism and magic’


‘Oh, good – just what I’ve always wanted – and not a disapproving aunt in sight!’
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The Chinese pantheon is and always has been a confusing muddle of deities. There are three main philosophical religions stemming from three teachers: Lao Tzu (Tao), Buddha and Confucius. In addition, there are many other divinities, from kitchen gods to shepherd boys, to rocks, trees and the odd dragon-shaped passing cloud. Fishermen pray to Tin Hau, goddess and protector of all seafarers; students make offerings to Wan Chung, who sees to it that they garner knowledge; and soldiers show obedience to Kuan Ti, red-faced god of war.


There is a great deal of sorcery and magic entangled in the Chinese religion, and also side-religions like Feng Shui, the art or science of exploiting the environment to its best advantage. Joss, however, is the main goal of all devotees of the many and various Chinese gods. Joss is luck, without which even the most enterprising merchant could fail to make his fortune.


The Malays of Sarawak are Islamic, praying to Allah.


Once away from the coast, however, the Dyak gods, multitudinous and strange, hold sway.


The morning after Allen Starke returned to his yacht a leaf fell from the ‘Tree of the End’ in Islamic heaven. It bore the name of the rajah, who consequently drew his last breath the moment the leaf left the tree. The rajah ascended to the seventh of the seven levels of heaven, arrayed like the upper floors and balconies in a mosque, all under the same dome.


In this paradise he found cool streams, beautiful gardens, lawns and orchards with delicious fruit on the trees. Here sherbet was brought on golden trays by high-breasted maidens. Above the mosque 70,000 angels sang for the soul of the rajah, who had found true peace at last in his heaven.


At the same time as the rajah expired, a Dyak tuai rumah in the Ulu, the interior of Borneo, died from fright. He had been out in the forest hunting moonrats with his blow-pipe when he saw a spectre huntsman, a corpse with moss all over its body which continued to hunt game even though dead. This chief of a Kayan longhouse, Mayok by name, dropped stone dead at the sight.


This action on Mayok’s part annoyed the third of the Santang Sisters, one of the seven daughters of the Dyak’s supreme god, Mahatara, since it was her job to direct the fate of mortals. She skimmed over the body on her golden broom and stared at it in disgust. She had not given permission for the death and the chieftain’s soul was therefore at great risk. It hovered near the body, not knowing what to do or where to go. She left it there, unguided and bemused, to teach the chieftain a lesson.


Mahatara’s hawk, Antang, later came sweeping through the trees when it came across the freshly dead man. Antang, the shadow hawk, immediately fell on the loose soul and carried it up as food to Mahatara. The supreme god of the Dyaks was pleased with his hawk for finding such a morsel when the owner had not been a sacrificial offering.


Mahatara had a staple diet of chicken and pig spirits, but it was nice to eat a human soul for a change.


When, after searching the rainforest high and low, the rest of the Kayan longhouse found the chief’s corpse, some of his tattooed skin had already been eaten away by forest creatures, small and large. The Kayan warriors sensed something was very wrong with the death. The look of utter terror stamped on the chief’s face was enough to tell them he had witnessed one of those sights which should not be seen by any mortal. The chief’s wife was already dead, but he had a son, also called Mayok, who had just become a man.


Mayok had an enemy in one Danta, the son of the basir, or priest-shaman. Danta was ambitious and Mayok, being the son of the current chief, was in his way. Here was a chance for Danta to get rid of his rival. It took but a moment to sow the seed of mistrust and fear into the hearts of those in the longhouse.


‘You must leave the village,’ they told Mayok, excitedly. ‘You will bring us bad luck. Your father’s death was too strange to be normal. You must take the wrath of the gods with you, and leave the longhouse for ever.’


Mayok, like any Dyak, believed he would die if sent out into the Ulu without support of his longhouse.


‘Do not do this thing to me,’ he cried, almost in tears. ‘Let me stay amongst my people.’


But the Kayan people, incited to a pitched state of terror by Danta, were adamant. Mayok was tainted. He had to go. No one could take the chance of displeasing the spirits of the rice field and putting the harvest in jeopardy. It was nobody’s fault if Mayok died. They gave him his blowpipe, his father’s parang, and sent him on his way. The tattooed youth, dressed only in a loincloth, began a long trek through the rainforest towards the coast. On the way he stole a canoe from a neighbouring longhouse, for one cannot travel swiftly and far in the rainforest without using the rivers.


He camped the first night by some rapids which he knew to be swarming with demons at the foot of their waters. It was said that these rapids were such terrible killers you could collect a jugful of eyes amongst their rocks. Some of Mayok’s friends had been drowned at this very set of rapids and, even though he was anxious to be far away, Mayok dragged his canoe several hundred yards across land rather than risk running the swift waters.


Mayok was so sick at heart the first night he cared nothing for the supernatural world. As soon as the sun went down, Mayok missed the ruai, the deep communal verandah of the thatched, ironwood longhouse, behind which were the individual rooms of the families. On the ruai everyone would gather and exchange stories and news of the day, as they worked at various crafts: weapon making, weaving, plaiting fish traps. It was on the ruai he had begun courting the girl he wished to marry. She would now go to someone else: another young man who brought her a head.


That was another thing! Mayok stared out into the darkness. Alone and unprotected by his clan he would be not only the prey of supernatural creatures, but also a prime target for young men of other tribes. Like Mayok, they were head-hunters, who would not miss the opportunity to prove their worth. He slept fitfully, his blow-pipe with its speartip close to his side. In the morning he was on his way again, letting the current carry him downriver, towards the sea.


At noon Mayok stopped the boat to light a fire with a bow and tinder. Once he had a burning twig in his hand he was able to remove the leeches which had gathered around his throat like a necklace of bloated wobbling beads. He had collected these from leafy branches stretched shoulder high across the river. Burning the leech made it remove its jaws from the skin, otherwise the head would be left behind to turn septic.


It was while he was removing the leeches from his neck that he heard just the faintest of puffs. Mayok immediately fell sideways, into the water, as he was struck in the head by a dart which he knew to be poisoned with the sap of the ipoh tree.


He thrashed for a while in the shallows and then lay motionless, still keeping a grip on his blow-pipe. His head was floating in the water, as if lolling and lifeless. Once in two or three ripples, half his mouth was above the surface, which was when he snatched a quick breath. It was beyond his understanding why he had not been paralysed within seconds. But he was not stupid enough to stand up and ask why the hunter had failed to poison his dart.


After a while two men emerged from the rainforest. They were Skapon Dyaks, hostile to Kayans. Once they saw that the Kayan was dead, they talked to each other. One was drawing his parang from his belt.


‘This is my head,’ he said to his companion. ‘It was my dart which killed him.’


‘I helped track him down,’ protested the other man. ‘It was me who took the message from the Kayan, Danta.’


So, Danta had further betrayed him! Mayok knew that this would have been without the sanction of the rest of the longhouse. His own childhood friend was a traitor and a murderer. Mayok could hardly bear it. Danta had played with him under the longhouse, they had swum together in the river, they had reached manhood as one.


The two boys, unusually, had gone through their manhood ceremony at the same time, lying on the ants’ nest as was expected of them, allowing themselves to be bitten in a thousand different places, without showing they were in pain.


Then they had to separate and go off into the forest alone, to live for twenty days without society. Those twenty days had been difficult enough. Now Danta had forced Mayok out completely, to place him for ever at the mercy of warriors like these two Skapon head-hunters.


‘I am not going to help you take a head back to our longhouse,’ continued the disgruntled second man. ‘If you want it all to yourself, then you will have to do the work yourself.’


With that, the second warrior trotted off into the rainforest, leaving the first man.


Mayok blessed Mahatara for this piece of good fortune. However, he was still about to be decapitated. He could not see the other warrior and had to rely on sounds to help him locate his opponent. He heard the soft tread of bare feet on mud, as the man came to the edge of the water. Then there was a pause. Mayok guessed the Skapon was mentally preparing himself for the task of chopping off another man’s head with a parang.


At that moment a kingfisher flashed across the river, through the bars of sunlight piercing the rainforest. The bird brushed the water, then the leaves of a tree. It was enough to distract the Skapon, sensitive to his moment of victory.


Mayok rolled sideways and thrust upward with the spearpoint of his eight-foot-long blow-pipe. The iron harpoon head buried itself in the Skapon’s tattooed belly. Mayok wrenched sideways to throw the warrior off his balance in the mud. He was unsuccessful. The other man was very strong, a seasoned hunter and warrior, and he slashed downwards with his parang, chopping the blowpipe in two pieces, the smaller half remained hanging from his abdomen.


‘I’ll kill you!’ screamed the man in pain and anger.


The parang came swishing close to Mayok’s ear.


The Kayan youth, now in terror of his life, drew his own parang. He was still sitting awkwardly in the mud, unable to regain his feet. He swung the parang horizontally over the mud and severed the Skapon’s leg at the ankle. The wounded warrior fell thrashing to the ground, screaming in the fear and horror of losing his right foot. His eyes showed that he could not believe he had been bested by a raw youth. How had that happened to a middle-aged warrior who had taken six heads?


Mayok followed up his advantage very quickly, regaining his feet, then swiping with the broken blow-pipe. The hardwood stem struck the Skapon on the temple, knocking him senseless. Mayok leapt on the body and with two quick chops removed the man’s head from his torso. Then the youth staggered back, a sob of relief and shock in his throat, to stare at his handiwork.


The mud was running with blood.


Mayok picked the severed head up by the hair and threw it into his canoe. When he reached up with trembling fingers to his head, he found that the poisoned dart had buried itself in his thick hair, without touching his scalp. Carefully removing it, he thanked the river spirits for saving his life. The dart was indeed poisoned with the deadly sap from the ipoh tree, which only took a few seconds to paralyse the creature it penetrated.


He thought at first about returning to his longhouse, to show them that the gods were not against him, but he knew Danta would not allow him to live even for one night. So he got back in his canoe and prepared to cast off, still pointing the bows towards the coast. The last thing he saw before the current took him swiftly downriver was the face of the Skapon who had set off home, framed by the leaves of a bush. The warrior had obviously heard the screams of his friend and had returned.


Too late, for Mayok was almost instantly beyond the eighty-foot range of the Skapon’s blow-pipe, even if that hunter did have the stomach to fight a youth who had so easily killed his friend.


Mayok had some thought about getting to the coast, where he had heard he could ask for an audience with the rajah. He had never been more than a few miles from wherever the longhouse was situated before now. Longhouses change their location, but always within a certain region. Though he knew the river would lead him to the sea he was lost, especially in his spirit, which was most confused of all. Mayok had some vague idea of asking the rajah to intervene, so that he could return to his longhouse and live out his life as a Kayan.


When night came, Mayok found himself a place to sleep under a tree. He was very afraid. Being alone and lost he was at the mercy of any number of supernatural creatures of sky and forest. He prayed to Tempon Telon, one of the Sangiang and ferryman of the dead. Two more of the Sangiang, Tempon Telon’s brother, Lilang, and his friend, Asai, were also invoked by the youth, who believed in covering every corner. Lilang was powerful with water and Asai, the god of pioneers, could chop down trees with his sharpened shin bones. Once the prayers had been offered, with the sacrifice of a monitor lizard, the only thing he could catch, Mayok felt a little safer.


Sometime in the middle of the night he was woken by someone entering the leafy forest glade. Startled, he leapt to his feet, clutching his parang. In the moonlight he saw a tall handsome woman coming towards him. She had a little smile at the corner of her mouth. While he stood and trembled, she came to him and began to stroke his tattooed shoulders, crooning all the while. Then she took his free hand and led him to a mossy bank, indicating that they should lie together and make love.


Mayok was still muzzy from sleep and he wondered whether he were dreaming. But this all seemed so real, not at all like a dream. He allowed the woman to run her hands over his body, arousing him. All the while his head was becoming clearer. Just as he was about to enter this beautiful creature, he remembered the stories from his mother and father.


‘If you are ever lost in the forest,’ they had told him, as all Dyaks tell their children, ‘beware of the pampahilep.’


The pampahilep were tree spirits who, in the guise of tall handsome men and women, found lost tribespeople in the forest and made love to them, causing their victims to fall ill or to become insane.


Mayok jumped to his feet in fright and swiped at the woman with his parang. The blade passed right through her body without harming her, as it would through mist. Yet in that instant her features turned to fury and she faded from his sight. She had indeed been one of the pampahilep and Mayok had had a lucky escape.


Mayok took his canoe and turned it upside down, crawling into the near pitch darkness beneath, with the Skapon head for company. Here, surrounded by a wall of wood, he felt a little safer, even though the confined darkness was worrying to him. He decided he would not be lured from underneath his shell by any sounds. It was best to remain there until the morning light.


While laying in the blackness he remembered the story of Mang, the goddess who first brought darkness to the earth.


Mang had been consuming a sacrificial feast left for her by a chief called Lejo when he suddenly returned. Her long hair got caught in the trees and she was unable to take flight, but Lejo fell in love with her instantly, she was so beautiful. He too was a handsome man, for an earthling, and she consented to lie with him. First, however, she returned to Apu Lagang, the world of spirits, for fresh raiment.


On her way back to earth she collected enough darkness in a milk-basket (the Dyak weaving being so fine and tight as to contain liquid) to cover her and the man while they made love. Some of this darkness later escaped when a curious child crept into her bedroom and made a little hole in the milk-basket reeds with his finger. Mang, on noticing the infant, got up from her bed and put him outside. When she opened the door, the darkness which had seeped from the milk-basket poured into the world.


The people ran screaming, this way and that, for they had known only sunshine and light until now. Many of them went to pray to Mahatara, as the darkness spread like a fine dust, settling in every nook and cranny of the world. Mahatara took pity on the frightened people. He banished the darkness for twelve hours of every day. Now it goes reluctantly, not leaving all at once, but dragging its heels like a child on its way to bed, until its thin shadow has finally vanished.


Many days after leaving his longhouse, Mayok reached Kapit on the mighty Rejang River.


Allen Starke sailed up and down the coast in the Monarch, ruthlessly culling the Iban pirates. There was no lack of interest on their part either. One morning, Starke faced up to fifty prahu, some of them armed with swivel guns. But he was a good seaman and outmanoeuvred this small fleet, sweeping back and forth on its outer edges, sinking a prahu here and a prahu there, until they saw how useless it was to face this sleek, graceful craft and made a run for the nearest rivermouth.


Starke had now effectively broken the pirates’ hold on coastal waters. Many of them fled up the rivers to inland waters, where the Land Dyaks eagerly waited to even old scores. It was said that for a while a trail of headless corpses stretched from the shores of Sarawak to the Ulu, the heads having been taken to decorate Land Dyak longhouses all along the Rejang, Miri and Skrang Rivers.


Lingore, the pirate paramount chieftain, managed to escape evasion, but most people thought he would be wise to remain in obscurity for the rest of his life.


Allen Starke went back to the city on the Sarawak River, to be officially invested as Rajah of Sarawak. In the quiet hours he had been learning a little of the local languages, especially Malay. He still did not know the name of the city, so on landing he pointed to it and asked what it was called. The grand vizier, believing that Starke was pointing to a domestic cat licking its paws in the middle of the dusty road, told him it was a kuching, a pussy cat, then shrugged his shoulders and moved on.


‘Kuching,’ repeated Harry, standing by his side. ‘What a pretty name for a city.’


When Muda Hassim later learned of his error he did not correct it. This would have been very bad manners. If the new rajah believed the city was called Kuching, then Kuching it would stay. The instruction went out, far and wide, and it would be many years before Rajah Starke learned of his mistake. By that time the old name of the city had been forgotten and, in any case, the people of Sarawak had a lively sense of fun. They enjoyed retelling the story of how ‘cat city’ got its name.


Rajah Starke rejected the palace as a home and instead settled on a bungalow on the edge of the Sarawak River. Harry kept house for him there, though that merely entailed giving instructions to servants. Much of the time she was out and about, first mostly in Kuching, but then taking to visiting the longhouses along the rivers.


She found the Dyak people fascinating, never tiring of watching them dance the hornbill warrior dance, with its graceful movements which were so hard to copy. Whenever she arrived at a longhouse and asked permission to enter, a baby would be thrust into her arms to coddle. This was the Dyak way of welcoming a woman, to show her they trusted her even with their young. Harry learned the languages, slowly but surely, and once she could converse a little the people opened their hearts to this white woman.


There were those, gentleman travellers from England, who began arriving once they learned a white rajah was ruling Sarawak, who voiced their disapproval of the behaviour and freedom given to Harriet Glendenning – even if this were the Orient. Starke took little notice of them. So far as he was concerned Harry could do no wrong.


‘Apart from her gallivantin’,’ said one critical visitor, ‘she wears men’s clothes.’


‘She wears pantaloons and shirts because they are more suitable in this climate, in the type of terrain through which she travels. Leeches, my dear sir, are apt to get up and under a woman’s skirts,’ replied the imperturbable rajah. ‘Something tight around the ankles, above thick socks and stout shoes. Something tight around the wrists and around the neck. There are leeches out there you’d not believe. They’ll suck your body dry of blood within a few hours.’


The visitor went to bed that night feeling shocked and horrified. Not because he had learned about various types of leech, from tiny thread-like leeches that attached themselves to lips and tongue when drinking from rivers, to the foot-long beast which the rajah had thought fit to describe to his guest in detail. No, not because of that, but because the rajah had talked about his cousins ‘skirts’ in such an open manner. Queen Victoria would have been outraged to hear such language.


When the travelling gentlemen discovered that Rajah Starke was incorruptible and that he was not going to exploit the country in order to make himself and others rich, they gradually dwindled away. In the end the worst of them stopped coming and only honest gentlemen, families, teachers, missionaries and genuine tradesmen remained to assist the new rajah in his duties.


During the first week of his rule, Rajah Starke had fallen desperately ill. Once again it was Harry who saved him. She found him wandering the bungalow in the middle of the night, clearly perplexed and confused. Recognizing by his pallor that it might be something he ate, she forced salt down his throat and made him sick. He vomited some vilecoloured liquid into a pan, which she had the foresight to retain and show to the vizier, Muda Hassim. This liquid turned out to be poison.


Already the Malay princes were at work, doing what they did best, poisoning their way to power.


‘I suspect the crown prince, Usop,’ said the grand vizier. ‘We must have him assassinated immediately.’


Muda Hassim was a Malay prince too, and though his loyalty to his former rajah’s heir was unquestionable, his methods were much the same as those employed by the rajah’s enemies. It was court intrigue, beloved of all the princes, who were adept at plotting and doing away with their rivals. They used magic, poison, assassination and all the under-the-cover ways known to man to achieve their ends. The more cunning and underhand the deed, the better they thought themselves for it.


‘I know two men who will do the work,’ continued the vizier, while Starke and his cousin stared at him in horror.


‘They are to be found in the Chinese quarter. They are experts with a pillow and a red-hot poker . . .’


‘We can’t stoop to their methods,’ said Starke, finding his voice at last. ‘You must see that, Muda Hassim?’


‘Why not? Your own King Edward II died in such circumstances, so one of your new teachers told me. A poker inserted up the anus leaves little tell-tale marks – not one that would be noticed by relatives. We must choose a good embalmer, one who can hide any scars. Give me your leave to arrange this thing and it shall be done before one week is out.’


‘I can’t. Apart from my abhorrence of such a deed, it wouldn’t serve my ends. I’d lose all the respect of the other princes.’


‘My esteemed lord,’ said the vizier, ‘the other princes will respect you enormously for it. They will realize you are one of them and not to be trifled with. Even amongst the ordinary people your esteem will rise like a river in flood.’


But Starke was adamant. There was to be no murder. There was not even any proof that the crown prince was to blame for the poisoning. It seemed likely, but that was not evidence.


Once he was well again, Starke called the datus to the palace, to the great hall where he held court and dispensed justice. He could not use the bungalow for such duties, it was too small and lacked the proper intimidating atmosphere for such functions. The princes came in fear, knowing that at least one of them was responsible for attempting to murder the rajah. Starke told them what he thought of them.


‘You are fat and lazy creatures,’ he said, ‘who have had too much of the good life. Have you nothing better to do than plot against me and against each other? Don’t you consider such activities to be a criminal waste of a man’s time on earth? Why aren’t you out there trying to better your country? Look at the Chinese! They’re so enterprising. They make themselves rich, it’s true, but they also enrich Sarawak with their trade. I’d rather you were merchants than idle princes.’


They came to him afraid, but his speech made them furious. Who did he think they were, to suggest they should become shopkeepers? There was royal blood in their veins. They had pedigrees. This was what became of appointing a commoner to the position of rajah. He had no conception of what it was like to be of noble and royal blood. He was an ignorant man.


They told him as much, as they choked on their indignation.


The rajah retorted, ‘A noble lineage is nothing without a noble spirit to go with such breeding. If you are indeed princes, then you should develop princely ways. It is to be expected that your behaviour should match your blood line.’


After the meeting, Prince Ahmed fled to the hinterland, believing that although nothing had been said to him, his plot to murder the rajah had been discovered. It had indeed been the younger Ahmed Rimah, not the crown prince, who had poisoned Starke. Being the creature he was, the sly prince thought he had been found out and would be murdered in his bed, or some devious way would be used to kill him and make it look like an accident. He did not rule out magic, for how otherwise could the rajah have survived the poison if no sorcerer was involved?


The other indolent princes remained sullenly silent and watched the progress of Ahmed from the wings.


Now, at this time, most of Starke’s sailors were still looking after the Monarch, though one or two had been given posts of responsibility under the new rajah’s command. The troublemaker, Keller, had actually left Starke’s service, with two shipmates. Keller, Johnson and Blake, had set up a trading station just beyond a fort Starke had ordered built at Kapit. They had made themselves comfortable on providing some of the materials needed by the builders of the fort.


Starke, knowing he had to stay in Kuching to handle the other princes, sent for Keller, who came down the river by prahu to meet with the rajah.


‘Prince Ahmed Rimah is gathering some men about him,’ said Starke. ‘He seems intent on rebellion. We must move swiftly. I want to hit him before he attacks the city. Are you prepared to lead a force of Dyaks against this troublesome datu?’


‘Can I take Johnson and Blake with me?’


‘You may take whomsoever you wish. I shall also supply you with muskets. Cannons will be of no use to you, since you have to travel fast and light. Ahmed is gathering his men around the slopes of Gunung Santubong. I suggest you recruit some of the Iban tribesmen. Try to stop them taking heads, but I appreciate it’s a little early for us to have any effect so far as this part of their culture is concerned. If you can’t stop them altogether, then at least try to limit it.’


‘The Iban?’ said Keller, surprised. ‘Aren’t they Sea Dyaks? Pirates?’


‘Not all of them and in any case we must use warriors where we find them. We can’t go rooting about in the interior for Land Dyaks. We must move quickly.’


Keller shrugged. ‘What do I use to pay them?’


‘The currency the Dyaks use consists of beads imported by Arab and Chinese traders. It’s the small black beads they treasure the most, called lukut sekala, but there are also blue and yellow ones, and some with stripes. I’ll give you a variety to make your payments from. Some of them prefer to use Chinese jars and brass gongs as currency. Whatever they ask for, tell me and I shall supply it.’


‘And I’ll have plenty of powder and ball?’


‘As much as you require.’


Keller, a pain in the neck on board the Monarch, was really quite useful to Starke in situations like this. Keller was a naturally aggressive man, a man of bitter character, who liked nothing better than a fight. The ex-seaman turned tradesman went off with Johnson and Blake and persuaded several longhouses of Iban to follow him up the peninsula on which Gunung Santubong stood. Despite what Starke had said to him, Keller promised the Dyaks they could have as many heads as they could take.


Keller trained a dozen of the Dyaks in the use of muskets. Johnson and Blake were in charge of this small force, which was used to block the main pathway down from Gunung Santubong, where Prince Ahmed and his Malays had their hideout. Keller took the rest of the Iban up on to the mountain. They managed to track the Malays easily, for the prince and his forces were not used to living in the jungle, while to the Dyaks this was home.


The Malays were ambushed in their camp in early morning. A big red sun was just rising above the dark green of the trees. The peak of Gunung Santubong had begun to glitter in its rays. Parrots were waking with raucous shouts that would alarm anyone not used to their harsh cries. Insects were buzzing, whistling and whining. The heat of the night was folding into the heat of the day. Keller suddenly gave the signal.


Darts flew into the waking Malays from the surrounding trees like a swarm of deadly hornets flashing through the bars of sunlight. The victims, some washing, some rising from their beds, began dropping in twos and threes. There were those who staggered a few paces first, swatting at the dart which stuck from their skin, then crashed to earth like a felled tree. There were those who dropped the instant they were struck. There was no panic or screaming. It was all too quick for that.


‘My God,’ said Johnson, appalled. ‘It’s a bloody slaughter.’


Keller was stunned more by the cold efficiency with which it was carried out than by the scale of the massacre.


‘Well, they had their chance.’


What he meant by that, Blake or Johnson had no idea. There had been no call for a surrender. No offering of terms. Keller had just let the Iban have their way.


Prince Ahmed managed to escape this onslaught with seven of his royal guardians, but they simply ran headlong down the main path, to be met by a line of muskets. The firelocks roared flame and ball, and Prince Ahmed, being in the front of the retreat, was the first to die. A musket ball took out his teeth and smashed through his spinal column. Others went down around him, one or two of them hit in the back as they tried to run.


Only one of the escaping Malays survived to be taken prisoner. One or two others, who had remained where Keller had ambushed the main party, also lived. These were herded together and given to the Dyaks, who took them into the forest.


Keller and his two friends then witnessed the gory spectacle of the Dyaks decapitating the corpses.


‘Bloody savages,’ murmured Johnson. ‘There ain’t a civilized godly man amongst ’em.’


Keller shrugged. ‘What does it matter, eh? They’re dead bodies, only so much meat. They can’t feel nothing, can they? It don’t matter to them that they’re losing their heads. Let the Iban have their fun, I say. The harm’s already done.’


Keller paid off the Iban in beads and jars, and then returned in triumph to Rajah Starke. He took with him the body of Ahmed Rimah, as proof of the prince’s death. Starke was suitably impressed by Keller’s speed and efficiency.


‘You did well,’ said the rajah, handing Keller his payment in gold. ‘My congratulations. Where are the prisoners?’


Keller’s expression remained bland. ‘The Dyaks don’t take prisoners,’ he said. ‘It was a massacre. There was just four of ’em left afterwards. Muda Hassim’s got them.’


‘You couldn’t control your warriors?’


‘I ain’t their chief. We yelled at ’em, but that just seemed to make ’em more excited. We was lucky they didn’t turn on us in the end, for givin’ ’em lip.’


Starke nodded grimly, but caught in a trap of his own making.


‘Any time you want someone turned off,’ said Keller, ‘just send a messenger to me.’


‘I may indeed have to use you again, to hunt down the perpetrators of serious crimes. There’s no system yet in place for policing the territory. If a man commits a heinous misdemeanour, he simply disappears into the forest. We’ve got to make sure such criminals don’t continue to go free after such crimes.’


‘I’m your man. Sounds just like my kind of work.’


‘A rape was committed on a woman in her own house just yesterday. The culprit was a Chinaman, who ran away to the forest. I want you to find him and bring him back, alive if possible. I’m told he went up the Kemena River.’


‘If he’s still alive, I’ll find him all right.’


On his way out of the bungalow, Keller ran into Harry, who was gardening.


‘Hello Miss Glendennin’,’ he said, touching his hair at the front. ‘You’re looking very tasty today.’


At first Harry was not sure how to take this expression, which for all she knew might be a compliment. However,


Keller’s leer left her the impression that it was something quite unsavoury. She gave him a half-smile and continued to weed between the oleander shrubs. She did not like Keller and saw no reason to encourage him any more than necessary.


Keller left the bungalow feeling soured. Who did she think she was, this high and mighty strumpet? One day he expected to be in a position to put her in her place. Until then he satisfied his hatred by imagining those slim pure white arms and legs entangled with his own weathered limbs. Not that he had to wait to satisfy his lust. He could have all the women he wanted from amongst the native girls, most of them prettier than Miss Harriet Glendenning, and all a darn sight more willing.
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The busy streets of Kuching made Mayok feel nervous. This great city frightened him, with its ox carts and horses, and hundreds of people bustling here and there. There were Indian and Arab tradesmen with turbans woven, surely, from the skins of multi-hued snakes. Women in purdah, wearing masks as fine as the webs of jungle spiders, their mysterious eyes shining, glistening, bright with secrets. Grim-faced Chinese, men and women, driving hard bargains in the arcades. And Malay dandies wafting by in clouds of perfume and colourful robes.


Mayok had decided he would not go and speak with the rajah after all. The old rajah was dead. In his place was some kind of albino creature from far across the seas, quite foreign to someone like Mayok. There were one or two others, and a woman, with the same fish-belly pale skins. They were beings from another world. Mayok was too shocked by the rajah’s appearance, too frightened of him to approach him. The rajah and his retainers were surely ghosts from the land of the dead.


Even though some of the Dyaks Mayok spoke with told him the rajah was a good man and would listen to stories of injustice and put them right, Mayok still could not summon the courage.


Instead, the young Kayan sold his canoe for a handful of beads and bought tuak and got drunk. When his beads were all gone he went to work for a Chinese laundry, washing clothes in the river. It was women’s work. It was not befitting a warrior and a hunter.


This distressed Mayok enormously. However, he could not hunt for his food in town and in any case his blow-pipe was broken. If he wished to eat and drink, he had to do some sort of job. The only people who would employ him were the Chinese clothes-washers.


He was paid in rice and tuak at the end of every day: just enough to get him through to the next day. It was a terrible cycle, a trap which enabled him simply to eat and drink, and nothing more, offering a bleak future. It meant he could not really escape, unless he went back into the forest. Half-drunk on tuak most of the time, he slipped down to the level of an alley cat. Needing more and more alcohol, he went to work at night for a man who sold Chinese medicines, helping to grind down the bones of tigers, prepare the genitals of deer and cut the gall bladders from live venomous kraits, cobras and coral snakes.


It was while he was staggering around half-drunk in the dusty market place one day that Mayok literally bumped into one of the strange newcomers with the pale skins. Mayok had been drinking as usual and was weaving between blankets and stalls piled high with fruits all the colours of the rainbow. There were sweets of lurid hue also, and monkey meat, and a knife seller with all his wares in a neat shining line in the dirt. Fortune-tellers and soothsayers, roadside physicians and even those who claimed to be magicians, clutched at his arm and offered their services for payment. One such man was so insistent he would not let go.


Since Mayok had no money these people were wasting their time and he wrenched himself angrily from the man’s grasp, only to stagger into a cluster of dentists and doctors, pulling teeth and smearing balm on sores. Extricating himself from these monstrous people Mayok decided he needed some water and headed towards the river, away from the frenetic energy of the market place. It was then he walked head-on into a white man.


‘Where d’you think you’re going?’ snarled the man, whose red-stubble-bearded chin was thrust an inch from Mayok’s nose. He pushed Mayok in the chest. ‘Watch where you’re walking!’


Mayok did not understand the man’s sounds. He looked into eyes the colour of pale sea water. Then he glanced at the man’s head. It appeared to have been stolen from an orang-utan. The man had hair the same colour as the man-of-the-forest. This was astonishing to the simple Kayan, who until a few weeks ago thought the world a leafy kingdom full of ordinary Dyaks, who all looked like proper human beings should look.


Again the creature in front of him made angry sounds.


Another Dyak, leaning against a stall, told Mayok what the sounds meant. Mayok began to get angry. Who was this creature to speak to him as if he were a slave? Mayok was a chief’s son, brought to terrible circumstances by the will of the gods. Yet he was still entitled to be treated as a man among men.


Yet, a moment later, the pale-eyed man seemed to have changed his character, like a snake sloughing its skin. This man was now all smiles and pats on the shoulder. This man spoke to another Dyak, who said, ‘Kayan.’


Pale-eyes nodded on hearing the only word which Mayok understood. He made those funny sounds again, with his mouth, just as if he were talking. The Dyak said, ‘He wants you to go with him. He wants you to be a guide and hunter. He will pay you many beads for this.’


‘Why does he want a guide? And he looks strong enough to do his own hunting.’


‘These white men like to have things done for them. This one has to go into the forest sometimes, to hunt other men. He has killed many Malays and cut off their heads. Sometimes he hunts Dyaks and Chinese. He does this for the rajah.’


‘What have these men done to be hunted like animals?’


‘They have broken the laws of the rajah. I too am this man’s guide. It pays many beads. This is the way the white men do things. When they cannot carve life out for themselves they pay others to carve it instead.’


‘It is a very strange way to live,’ replied Mayok, ‘but it is better than washing dirty clothes which smell of sweaty men and women, or scraping tigers’ bones for Chinese charm cures. Tell this pale-eyes I will help him do these things.’


The pale-eyes laughed on hearing the other Dyak’s sounds and scratched the head he had stolen from an orang-utan. He touched Mayok’s shoulder again, before walking on.


Thus Mayok became a guide and hunter for one of the strange newcomers.


Mayok found he did not have to do very much at first. He simply waited around the market place. However, when some crime was committed, like a robbery, murder, or the rape of a woman, then the red-headed pale-eyes sent the other Dyak, who was an Iban, for Mayok, and about six of them would go hunting the bad man, or bad men, depending on the nature of the crime. Sometimes the Dyaks were allowed to kill those they hunted, and keep the heads, but on other occasions they took the men back to Kuching.


The first time he went out on a manhunt Mayok disgraced himself. He had noticed the blow-pipes carried by the white men, made of iron and wood. He had thought them strange-looking, but politeness prevented him from enquiring further. When they came across a party of Sea Dyak pirates, everyone was agitated, gesturing, waving their weapons. What he saw next was the white men lifting their blow-pipes to their mouths. Then there were some ear-crashing noises and long flashes followed by acrid smelling smoke. Several pirates fell to the ground.


Mayok yelled in great fright and dropped his parang. He ran off into the forest. He had seen roaring, flame and smoke coming from the end of the white men’s magic blowpipes. They had puffed thunder and lightning from between their lips like monsters from the world of darkness and death. Mayok was mortally afraid of these supernatural beings and wanted to hide from them.


The other Dyaks, laughing, found him afterwards, jammed and trembling in a tree-hole. They explained about the iron blow-pipes. It was still some time before Mayok could come to terms with what they told him. He was jittery every time a white man turned their face towards him, which of course they did often, to tease him. Each time he flinched, expecting a mouth to spout noise, flame and smoke, and strike him dead where he stood.


In between hunts Mayok was taught a little English by Johnson. Mayok was told this was necessary if he was to remain a hunter of men. There was time off now, too, to return to the forest and make himself a new blow-pipe.


He went back into the trees and selected a long hardwood straight branch which he trimmed down to a required slimness. This seven or eight foot length of wood he hollowed out over a number of weeks with a boring tool. The hole through the branch had to be very straight and the fashioning of it took a lot of skill. Afterwards he rubbed the outside with hornstone and the inside with fine sand, until the finish of both was smooth to the touch. Finally he fitted an iron spearhead to the end of his new weapon.


The darts were made of bamboo, eight inches long, with butts of elder. There were darts for hunting and darts for war, different from each other. Then fresh sap from the ipoh tree was gathered and boiled down to a dark-brown paste with an acrid taste. It was only dangerous in the blood stream. This poison paralysed the nervous system of animals within seconds.


Once he had a new blow-pipe Mayok began to feel more like a real warrior again. It was true he had no longhouse to govern, like his father had done, but he was seeing many things which would have terrified his people. Yet he was not frightened. He had become very sophisticated. Sometimes, when he had a significant dream, he would go to the market place and find a soothsayer. Here he could pay the man with a Chinese pot to have his dream interpreted. The soothsayer would take a white chicken and, holding its legs, circle Mayok’s head before slitting the bird’s throat and sprinkling blood in the dust.
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