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			PROLOGUE

			Shan State, Burma

			March, 1974

			Thuza’s father placed down his pencil and folded the map with trembling hands. Her mother was sitting by the stove, a blanket spread across her pregnant belly, staring into the flames with tear-swollen eyes. At her side, the letter was open on the table. She stroked it with her fingertips and mouthed a soundless prayer. Thuza was curled on the floor by her feet, listening to her mother’s slow, deliberate breathing and worrying the frayed edges of the rug through her own fingers, closing her eyes and then opening them again and again in the dimly lit room, trying to squeeze the last day into focus, to force it to make sense in her aching mind. The curtains were drawn, apart from a crack that her father could watch through, and the night outside was still deepest black. She could hear the wind shifting through the dense teakwood forest, stealing down the mountainside, disturbing the leaves. The muted cry of an owl shuddered through the air and she shivered at its hollowness, and the chill of her fear. They were far from the town and her stomach was knotted. Her muscles had stiffened from the hours she’d been sat there, afraid to move or make a noise. Her stare wandered from the letter to her father. He saw her looking and tried to raise a smile, but it fell away before he had steadied it, like a pebble that tumbled from the top of a cliff.

			We know you’re a smuggler. We’ve taken your eldest. 

			He’ll come home alive if you do as we say.

			It had only been a matter of time before the war reached Thuza’s family. As the battles for land, power and money had grown more ferocious and the mountains of Shan State – ­Burma’s rugged highlands – had slipped into lawlessness, Mogok became trapped. Everyone in the remote valley town feared the rebel fighters who hid in the forests as much as they did the men in charge. The Tatmadaw military government ran the country with stubbornness and maliciousness but, so far from Rangoon, their hold was brittle, and each side was as terrible and desperate as the other. They were both controlling. Just as mean. Now, with every road in and out of the valley stalked by bandits, the forests strewn with landmines and a relentless season of rain that had flooded the rivers and drowned the crop fields, the people were famished as well as afraid. The combination was costing new lives. A few months ago, Htwe Zaw, a friend of Thuza’s father from the gem mines, had gone missing with his sons. Frantic with hunger, the men had ventured far inside the forest to hunt, much further than they all knew was safe. The rebels had snatched them. Htwe’s wife had nothing but grit and gravel with which to pay the ransom, but the rebels called her bluff and, one by one, the bodies of her boys and her husband were returned to her, their throats slit, dumped at her door. Thuza had seen the blood that stained her step; four times fresh and bright, and then the slow fade. She still heard the sobs as she passed on the way to the market each morning. It made her teeth clench, they were so hoarse and raw. Yet despite her dread of it, this night had still shocked her. She had never expected to suffer the same.

			The rebels must have known for a while that her family were smugglers. Her father was only a small-scale pilferer, selling just enough gems to trade for food and clothes, but rumours abounded through the town like mosquitos and the brokers in Mogok were shrewd and disloyal, and it was inevitable that, sooner or later, one would be bribed or bullied into giving up their more disposable suppliers. Her father was just the sort of man the rebels were after; someone unimportant to command and coerce. He worked at mines across the district and the rebels didn’t care how or where he secured his gems from, just that sacrifice was necessary, either voluntary or forced. The future would justify their methods, they argued, and when the people of Shan State were free of their Tatmadaw oppressors, they could all live in peace and be happy and free. For now, however, there were battles to fund, weapons to buy and medicine and uniforms, and nothing mattered more than a constant flow of cash. Thuza never knew which of the town’s dealers gave her family away, but around the market squares, she noticed men watching her. They were thin and toothless, rotten-gummed and twitchy, and untidy circles of blue-black ink were tattooed across the pleats of their knuckles to ward away the bullets and knives. They had stayed in the shadows when they followed her and were not wearing uniforms, but she knew they belonged to the insurgent fighters of the Shan State Army. The same withdrawn, malarial stare hung on the faces of all forest dwellers. 

			Thuza felt a rush of sickness at the memory and she shuffled across the rug and wrapped her arm around her mother’s leg, huddling in. Now her brother was somewhere in the forest, caged in their camps like Htwe’s family had been. The thought made her insides liquid with fear. Kyaw was seventeen, six years older than Thuza was and too busy to play together like they used to do, but still, she was in awe of him. In the rains before last, her father had been injured when a flooded mineshaft collapsed, and he walked with a limp that made her wince. His chest creaked from decades of inhaling the coarse, underground Shan State dust. He didn’t earn as much as he used to. Her mother worked every hour she could to make up the shortfall, but the baby was big now – almost big enough to meet them – and Thuza saw her grimace and stretch her spine when she thought no one was watching, staggering on her trotter-like, bloated feet. The Tatmadaw had drafted Nanna to work in the poppy fields and she was barely allowed home from one week to the next. Her family relied on Kyaw. He was as brave and strong as a tiger, foraging for their suppers in the forest, sinking himself deep into her gullies in search of untouched fruit trees, scaling the highest faults of flaking granite to pluck eggs from the fragile cliff-side nests, scouring her caves for snakes and scorpions, roaming where the landmines were densest and the fewest men dared hunt.

			So often, Thuza felt frightened of the forest, of its vastness and fickleness, but Kyaw never seemed scared. He would bring her wildflowers from his journeys sometimes, propping them in river-water in her favourite teacup by the side of her bed. 

			‘How can anything that shelters such beauty be worthy of fear?’ he would ask her, smiling, and she would smile back and feel bolder and lighter. It made everything seem safer, whenever he spoke. 

			When the rebels had first said his name, it had startled her. She could still hear the rasp of their voices. Their sickly croak. As her father had finished work at the gem pit outside Lay-Bauk the evening before, they had ambushed him, dragging him from the moonlit road into the thick, dark trees. Thuza had been with him. After she had visited the bazaar to fetch yams for her mother, she had waited in the shanty teahouse outside the mine’s entrance as dusk fell so that they could walk home together, and then six men had jumped them, all speed and stealth and strength. 

			‘Pappa!’ she screamed as two brawny arms engulfed her. They seized around her body and lifted roughly, their power binding her limbs to her sides and completely useless. The soldier clasped his hand across her mouth and she coughed and snatched a breath, her voice and struggle fleeing her, and she watched in silent, trembling terror as three men rammed her father to the earth and pressed a blade to his windpipe.

			‘We’ve been watching you, brother,’ one hissed. ‘We’ve heard stories.’

			Thuza’s father glanced through the forest, finding her. His chest was heaving like hers was, madly. She could feel the soldier’s breath in her hair, smell his sweat. Tears pricked her eyes, blurring her vision. Her father looked away and shook his head, panicked. ‘There are no stories of me in Mogok, sir,’ he said. She could hear the fear in his throat. ‘You have the wrong man.’

			‘Spare us the pain and be truthful quickly. You’re a rustler. We’ve ears like the elephants and hear every secret, and now there are jobs that we need you to do.’

			‘Please, brother. No! I dig the pits. Look at my hands. It’s granite powder. Nothing more! I’m a miner, not a fighter. I’ve no skills that you need.’

			The rebel leaned in closer and a grin leaked through him. ‘Your son disagrees,’ he whispered coolly. ‘He says you’re smart and noble and resourceful. We caught him walking this same road this morning. When we tied him up, he sung out your praises. He said you’d do anything we wanted to save him. We hope his faith has not been misguided. Don’t doubt the state we’ll hand him back.’

			Thuza thought her heart had stopped at the mention of Kyaw. As she listened to the rebels’ threats and demands and saw the thin line of blood trickling from the flesh of her father’s neck, her head was giddy and she couldn’t catch a breath. She didn’t know how long they were kept there, how long the agony in her chest had crippled her, or her mind had spun and spun like a whirlpool, before the rebels drew back their blade from her father and threw down the letter, and then spat in his face and stole away. At home, her father read the letter to her mother slowly. It had the same threats but more details. Procedures. It was signed by the general of the rebels’ largest jungle encampment. They had cried together, Thuza and her mother. Her father had set to work right away.

			Across the room, Thuza’s father scraped his chair away from the table and lumbered to the birdcage, his limp looking worse than it had before this evening, his body looking frailer in the skittish stove light. The rebels had ordered forty carats of rubies in exchange for Kyaw. They had also insisted on her father’s mind. Everyone in the town knew that the war was escalating and that petty thieves would not sustain the rebels for long. The Tatmadaw funded their own power with the spoils of the gem trade, and they guarded the mines like rabid dogs. The rebels had set their sights on taking them. How else could they hope to win against the government? Besides, whoever owned the rubies didn’t just have the money – they had the world of the spirits on their side. With the letter, the rebels had given Thuza’s father a map of the district. He had lived in the valley all his life, cracking rocks in the quarries since he was a boy, and his knowledge of the land was as fine or finer than any Mogok soul, and they wanted him to draw on it, to mark every shaft and A-frame, every entrance, guard post and gunman, to detail the times that the shifts changed over, the moments of weakness when their ranks could attack. Her father had studied the map all night, scribbling frenziedly and clawing at the lump in his neck as he swallowed hard and it vaulted up and down. If the Tatmadaw found out that he had given such important facts to the rebels, they wouldn’t care for his reason. He’d be arrested and jailed for aiding insurgents, but what choice did he have? Thuza knew he couldn’t bear the thought of her family without Kyaw any better than she could.

			He wriggled his hand through the door of the birdcage and chipped up its metal base, dragging out a small navy pouch. His satchel was open on the back of the chair and he dropped the pouch inside, and Thuza heard the soft chime of rubies, jostling. He placed the finished, folded map into the bag too, and wrapped his scarf around his face. The strained crack of his cough jolted Thuza’s mother from her stupor.

			‘You can’t go out there, Sai,’ she said. Her eyes snapped to him, sharp and worried. They were as bright and blue and rare as Thuza’s own. ‘That hack’s enough to wake the sun.’

			Thuza’s father slung the satchel over his shoulder and shook his head, walking to the door. ‘The baby’s too heavy for you to do it, Nang. You know you wouldn’t make it by dawn.’

			‘But your lungs won’t carry you.’

			In her chest, Thuza felt her muscles tighten. Her mother was right. Pappa couldn’t control his cough when he got out of breath, and the pain from his shattered kneecap would have him panting before he reached the end of their path. And Mumma was so pregnant, ready to burst. There wasn’t a way she could have walked through the forest in the dark without tripping, without the enormous effort seizing her own breath too. Neither of them could move as quickly or as quietly as Thuza could. She unpeeled herself from her mother’s leg, standing up.

			‘Pappa, I can do it.’

			Her parents looked at her, shocked. Her mother heaved herself up, the blanket falling to the floor. ‘No, Thuza Win,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘There are landmines in the forest. And robbers. You can’t.’

			‘I can, Mumma. I know my way. I’ll be faster than either of you. I won’t make as much noise. Please.’

			A nervous glance flitted between the adults and her father stepped back from the door, easing to his knees and gripping Thuza by the shoulders. He stared into her eyes, his appearance grave. She had barely passed her eleventh birthday, but they both knew that little about her life was still childish. She hadn’t been to school for years, and she understood without it needing to be explained that she would never go again, and that her family’s secrets and their survival were her life. She had grown used to the hunger and anxiousness that swilled in her belly throughout the day and night, and the knowledge that the love and loyalty of her blood was all that she had to protect of any worth. Now her family were relying on her as much as she had relied on them. 

			Her father took hold of her cheeks and kissed her forehead. His hands and lips were rough and warm.

			‘Will you find your way, Thuza Win? You won’t have the moonlight beneath the trees. The paths aren’t obvious.’

			She shuddered at the thought of the forest closing in on her, but smiled through her doubt. She had to be brave, like Kyaw was. She wanted to make her family proud.

			‘I can, Pappa.’

			Thuza’s father glanced back at her mother. One of her hands clutched the curve of her stomach. The other was pressed to her mouth. Her eyes were slick with tears. He took the satchel from his shoulder and hooked it around Thuza’s neck, drawing her arm through the strap and knotting the leather shorter, and then he gripped her hand and pulled her towards the stove. From the mantle, he picked up her family’s dagger, slipping it into the bag too. 

			‘Stay off the road, my blue-eyed warrior. Stop for nothing. Tell no one what you’re doing. Do you understand?’

			Thuza nodded and her father kissed her again, before he opened the door and she slipped inside the night. 

			*

			Thuza walked with her hand bedded deep inside her father’s satchel, gripping the dagger so firmly that her bones ached, feeling the worn, velvety teak against her skin with its ­reassur­-ing solidness, and aware of the little round divots where the jewels had sat before her father sold them and the florid engraving of her great-grandmother’s name. Beneath the canopy, it was as black as anything she had ever experienced, no matter how wide she stretched her eyes and strained them. Her legs were cut by thorns and thick grasses. Her stomach hurt with fear. She was shivering, in part at least from the effort of trying to hold back her panic, and her clothes were soaked with the moisture that dripped from the trees above. In her calves, her muscles were ablaze and with their heat and the brittle snap of the dead leaves beneath her, she felt like she walked through a crackling flame. To find the highways, her father had told her to always move downhill, but the earth was uneven, perilous with sinkholes and hidden ravines, and sometimes to go up was down, and down was a trick. The hiss of the underground streams disorientated her, and she craned her neck upwards and searched desperately for a break in the trees so the stars could guide her, feeling her dread continue to rise. She didn’t dare stop and collect her breath and her bearings. Soon the sun would be up, exposing her. She told herself that the dark was gift. 

			She stumbled on, each of her senses alert, and fumbled in the bag for the map, pulling it out and unfolding it frantically, holding it in front of her, trying to see her father’s drawings, trying to blink the shadowy landscape into crisper lines, but she couldn’t see a thing, so vast was the district he had scrawled on and so engulfed as she was in featureless black. She bit her lip and fought away the tears, cramming the map back inside the bag and turning to her left again, which she thought was downhill. She was almost running, tripping over tree roots, when at last she saw the road.

			Her heart quickened, her whole body simmering with relief. She crouched low and edged towards it through the thinning trees, feeling the air start to dance around her and the darkness ease as the star-strewn sky began to appear between the boughs. She scanned the banks for the banyan. It was on the side that she was, thankfully, and she released the dagger from her grip and ran to the base of the giant tree, dropping to her knees. The road was deserted. In the moonlight, she scrabbled at the cool dirt between the banyan’s roots with both hands, her breath shrieking in her ears, searching for the disturbed earth, finding it and tearing at it with her fingers, digging furiously and glancing over her shoulder until she hit the metal box. She swept the mud from its top and stared at it for a moment, her mind spinning. She had found it! The strength of her elation stole her breath. 

			Just as the letter had instructed, she hauled the box from its hollow, prized the clasp apart and levered it open. The hinge groaned as she peered in. Empty. She took the satchel from around her neck and dug for the rubies, throwing the pouch inside the box. What was it that her father had called her this evening? His blue-eyed warrior. She was usually his Suhpaya – his dear little princess. She liked being the warrior much better. So many times before, for as long as she remembered, she had felt ashamed when she walked through the town with him. She had dipped her stare to the dust, aware of the whispers of the women around her, how they gawped at the brown girl with such water-blue eyes. Though she looked the image of her mother and her nanna, Thuza felt she wore it much worse than they did. She couldn’t help but worry that her father was embarrassed. The people of the town were superstitious, ruled by spirits and myths and rumours. Her appearance made them nervous. They avoided her family. It was safer to stay separate. Her blood was a curse. When her parents heard that she had done what they needed today though, everything would be different. They would be so pleased with her, like they were with Kyaw. She allowed herself the slightest smile and was about to reach for the map to add to the rubies when, suddenly, she froze. Adrenaline spiked through her. Her body was rigid. There was a noise behind, something irregular amongst the constants of the night. 

			She turned abruptly, scanning around. The forest was shivering. In the pale moonlight was a figure, the silhouette of a man in the misty distance, long and thin, marching towards her. She screamed, feeling a shock as though a snake had bitten her, and scrambled up, every thought in her head bellowing at her to run, but she hadn’t done what she came to do yet, and she snatched at the map. It was no longer neatly folded like when her father had given it to her, and she felt the paper rip in her panicking hands, but she crammed it into the box anyway and kicked it shut and into the hole. 

			Grasping her satchel and sprinting away, her lungs seared and her ankles jarred on the uneven tarmac, but her terror kept her moving, kept her tracing the treeline for minutes and minutes, fleeing towards the shelter of the town. On the horizon, she could see a few wisps of smoke coiling from the chimneys, but there weren’t any lights. She could go to the temple. It was just beyond the nearest checkpoint. She could slip by in the forest, unnoticed. Hide there! She wouldn’t stop, not look back either. If the man was chasing, he couldn’t ever catch her. She was running too quickly and he’d been too far behind. At the temple, no one would trouble her. It would be quiet, too early for crowds. She would wait until the sun was up, calm herself, then creep to the market, pretend she was only out to buy potatoes, and then she’d go home and everything would be fine. Kyaw may even have been back before her. Yes, he would be! It would all be OK. 

			Through her tears, she spotted the checkpoint ahead and darted from the road, dodging through the trees until she had passed it, then dipping into a slit of an alleyway between two buildings and emerging at the opposite end to throw her sandals from her feet and tear through the temple’s front gates without breaking her stride. 

			In the courtyard, she stopped sharply. A hundred monks or more were lining up on the tiles outside the refectory, waiting for their breakfast with bare feet, the trail of their robes slung over their forearms and the earliest dawn light glinting from the alms bowls clutched to their chests. Men and women from the town were ladling rice and mohinga into their bowls, bowing with each scoop, or dodging through the crowds to pay their respects. Thuza gasped and looked at the sky. A blush of purple was starting to form. It was later than she’d thought. 

			‘By the spirits, Thuza Win! What are you doing here?’

			Sayadaw U Zawtika hurried from the line of monks and across the courtyard, spotting her. His face was anxious, his long years of life scoring his brow. At the sight of him, Thuza felt a sob escape from her lungs. The monk had known her nanna since they were children. He was a wise soul, caring, kind and always measured. He was her family’s most trusted, most enduring ally. In a cynical valley, he was a solid friend. 

			‘Someone chased me, Sayadaw,’ she cried, staggering towards him. Her mind felt addled by exhaustion and fear. ‘In the forest! I was lost.’

			Zawtika’s face dropped, horrified. ‘Why were you in the forest, child . . . before dawn? Is it the baby? Is your mother OK?’

			Thuza nodded, unable to speak.

			‘Your clothes are filthy. Is that blood?’

			Another cry burst from inside Thuza and she dropped her satchel and slumped to the bench behind her, burying her face in her hands. She couldn’t tell Zawtika why she’d been in the forest. Her parents had made her swear to tell no one of the letter and, aside from her promise, to drag Zawtika into her family’s secret would endanger him and his temple too. Her words were snatched from her.

			The monk bent to the bench, leaning in. ‘Please, Thuza Win,’ he whispered gently, ‘tell me what happened. Who chased you?’

			Thuza looked up and wiped her streaming nose on the cuff of her sleeve, staring at him.

			‘The baby’s fine, Sayadaw,’ she muttered. ‘It was Pappa. His legs were terrible – and his lungs hurt again. I wanted to buy him some medicine. The clinic ran out last week. I wanted to be the first there. I’d heard there were new landmines on the path by our home, so I tried to cut through the trees, but I lost my way. No one was chasing me, Sayadaw. It was my imagination. I was afraid, that’s all. Don’t worry.’

			The monk shook his head and fussed inside his robes, pulling out a handkerchief and handing it to her. ‘Oh, Thuza Win. You know the temple keeps aspirins. You should have come to me. I’d always help.’ 

			Thuza nodded, rubbing her nose again and trying to force a smile. Zawtika glanced over his shoulder, through the bustle of townsfolk and towards the row of waiting, hungry monks. A few were watching them, narrow-eyed, but most talked amongst themselves, oblivious. He reached back into the folds of his robe and pulled out two small white pills. He placed them on the bench beside Thuza.

			‘Here,’ he said. ‘Your father can have these. I keep them for my headaches but I’ll go without today.’

			Thuza shook her head, lips puckering. ‘Oh, Sayadaw. No. I couldn’t.’

			‘You must. Tell your father to rest. Let his lungs settle before he works again. I’ll send your family a supper this evening. The mines can wait a day.’

			Thuza glanced at Zawtika and then picked up the pills, sniffing guiltily. She tucked them into the pocket of her blouse, her fingers groping with the button as she choked down her tears. She knew as a monk that he couldn’t touch her, but she felt so tiny and drained and lonely, and wanted so much for Zawtika to gather her into him, to hold her the way her mother and father would have done if they were there. As if he knew, he smiled at her, closing his eyes and bowing for a long moment as if in prayer, before giving her a nod and walking away.

			Thuza sat silently, her thoughts welling up as she watched him leave and rejoin the line, and then she dragged her heavy body from the bench and stumbled back towards the temple’s entrance, lost inside the grogginess of guilt and shock. She was outside the gates and all the way along the street before she realised that she had forgotten her satchel. When she went back, it was gone. The sun had risen enough to lighten the sky between the dormitories, and the courtyard was bathed in a rosy, misty glow. The monks who had finished their breakfasts were milling, talking to the town. The flower girls were skipping at their feet. She couldn’t see the bag anywhere – nor Zawtika – and her mind was aching and the crowd was fuddling her, its sounds and its movements. She would find the bag another morning, she thought. Come back later. Anyone could have picked it up, hoping for an apple to eat or jewellery to sell. They’d bring it back when they saw there was nothing. She couldn’t think through the pain in her head. 

			Thuza’s daze carried her home slowly, through the forest, up the hill. Her mother leapt up from her seat at the table when Thuza opened the door, rushing across the room and pulling Thuza into her arms, pressing her against her body, weeping. Her father was crying too, asking where she had been, breathless with relief. 

			Thuza didn’t mention the man who had chased her. She didn’t mention the satchel. Instead she cried too, and she sat and ate the soup that her parents had made her, and she slept, curled in her mother’s lap as though she had never slept so desperately before, dreaming of nothing but fields bright with wildflowers and waking only when the sun had crept high above the mountains’ peaks and the warmth of yellow stroked the bones of her face. As she roused, her father carried her to the basin on the hearth, and she let her mother strip her to her knickers, ladle fresh water over her shoulders and sponge her clean. She eased the forest burrs from her tattered skin, rubbed the mud from her scratches and lathered the soap in her long, wiry hair. She closed her eyes and thought of the orchids that Kyaw would bring her this time, imagining their scents and their white silky petals. She would press them in a book and keep them for years.

			Then, she heard the door open. The crack of a hinge. Her brother was home. She had done it! Safe!

			‘Kyaw!’

			Thuza scrambled up and ran from the hearth, naked and dripping. In the hallway, she stopped. Kyaw wasn’t at the door. He wasn’t anywhere. Sickness rolled like a wave through her gut. Instead, Tatmadaw soldiers were spilling into her hallway, swift and strapping with fever in their eyes and their guns upheld. There were easily a score of them. It felt like more. They were shouting, screaming at her parents to drop to the ground. An officer stepped through the door behind them, his eyes skirting the corridor, settling on Thuza. In one of his hands, he was holding her satchel. In the other was the dagger and a torn scrap of map.

			Thuza didn’t move. She stared at the map, her muscles turned to rock. She must have left a fragment in the bag when she’d panicked. She had led them here. She had given them away! Even from this distance she could see her father’s jottings; how he’d circled the guard post and written ‘ATTACK’. Her mother and father were on their knees already, yelling at her to lie down. Their hands were above their heads. They were pleading with them.

			‘Sai Chit Aung and Nang Aye,’ said the officer coolly. ‘We are here to arrest you for wilfully aiding insurgent activity and destabilising the sacred and noble Union of Burma.’

			Distressed, Thuza’s father shook his head. He had seen the map too, and their family’s dagger. There wasn’t any point in lying. ‘They’ve taken our son, sir. We had no choice. No choice!’ 

			‘We’ve no record of a kidnap.’

			‘We were threatened. It’s the truth!’

			The officer nodded to one of his soldiers and the boy lunged forward, grabbing Thuza’s mother and pulling her up, thrusting her against the wall, belly first, and cuffing her hands behind her back. 

			‘Let go of her!’ Thuza screamed, her voice injured, frantic.

			A second soldier grabbed for Thuza, and she kicked at him with all her might, and her mother shrieked and threw herself forward, hands bound, trying to block the soldier’s rebuke. Thuza cowered instinctively, but instead of going for her, the soldier spun the butt of his rifle and thrust it into her mother’s vast stomach. Thuza’s mother cried out, crumpling. She lay on the floor, open-mouthed and gasping, her eyes giant with pain and fear. Thuza could hear herself screaming and her father scooped her up, trying to drag her into him, but she was still slippery with soap and dregs of bathwater, and she thrashed against him, terrified. Through the corner of her eye she saw the rifle coming towards her, and she turned away again, burying herself into her father’s neck. She felt the impact of the strike like a gunshot, not on her own bones, but on her father’s, firing into his jaw as the wood exploded through his cheekbone, cleaving his flesh and shattering his face over hers. She heard the break as if it were her own skull, felt the pain as sharp and bright. 

			Her father released her as he fell. The soldiers took hold of his ankles and dragged his wilted body from house, carrying her mother behind him and, as they took him, Thuza scrabbled on the floor for the fragments of his teeth that had landed with her, scooping them urgently into her hands, collecting them.

			‘Pappa!’ she called after him, staggering down the steps and holding out the handful of teeth as if her father needed them, as if he couldn’t leave without her and them. 

			At the end of her path, a Tatmadaw jeep was idling, and the officer opened the back door for his men to push her parents in, and at the sound of the engine gunning and the thought of the last unjust moment she had before their theft, Thuza snapped suddenly, springing forward without any clear idea what she was doing and sinking her teeth into the officer’s forearm. She was aware of the warmth and bitterness of his blood in her mouth and of the tears streaming down her face, of the rage that had formed them, but not of what she meant to do next. She hung from his flesh as hard as she could, and he struck her, tearing her free from him. Thuza’s balance was lost and she was thrown to the path, spitting the chunks of his meat from her mouth and trying to writhe away and run as he clambered over her. He pushed his knees onto her biceps, pinning her, and she squinted at the grey sky above her, petrified, feeling the gravel puncture the bare skin along her back and behind her head. The officer’s grip was strong on her throat, and she tried to beg for him to release her, but she couldn’t breathe and the words wouldn’t come. The officer called for one of his soldiers and the boy bounded into the peripheries of Thuza’s fading vision, and she saw in horror a glint of silver from her great-grandmother’s dagger as it flashed through the air. She tried to scream again and turn her head, bucking as the blade sped downwards towards her, but the soldier found the gap between her gritted teeth and prized open her jaw, then all she knew was a pain like lightning, and the blood in her throat, pooling and pooling, then a boot on her temple and the cavernous, cold black.

		

	
		
			NINE YEARS LATER

		

	
		
			ONE

			The heat prickled across Michael’s skin the instant that he stepped from the cool, tiled hallway of the British Embassy residence and into the searing Rangoon sun. The gardens were glistening beneath the remnants of a brief dawn rain and crisp light skidded from the surface of the lotus pond and struck the ache in the middle of his forehead like a pebble being flicked. He squinted at its suddenness, pulling his sunshades from his head to his nose as he skipped down the steps and along the path. There was nothing lining his stomach but a slick of treacly coffee, and he could feel his hangover leaking through his skin. On the lawn beyond the bright-white gazebo, the gardener was kneeling beside a flowerbed, his shirt already slicked to his back by the humidity, and he waved at Michael, nodding warmly, then bent to the ground and turned his head, examining the thick stems of pristine grass with his good eye and his fingers before snipping the edge to a military line with his old secateurs. 

			Behind him, the sharp, speared bars of the metal fence peeped above the rhododendrons. A sluggish breeze tugged the clouds across the sky, streaking the radiant blue with strips of torn white, and Michael dried his face in the crook of his arm and dodged towards him. At his feet, the insects shrilled and from somewhere invisible a thrush was warbling, and the drawn, wheezy sigh of a horn from the Central Railway Station dragged itself through the listless air as it summoned the stragglers to the nine-fifteen train. He rummaged in his pocket and pulled out a half-full pouch of rolling tobacco and a packet of Rizlas, placing them down by the gardener’s trowel. The old man nodded again with a broad, gap-toothed grin and Michael patted his shoulder, smiling back. When he visited Rangoon, he never finished his tobacco. Zaw Htay loved Old Holborn. He always got half.

			There was a voice from the house and Michael looked up, shielding his eyes. His parents didn’t approve of his smoking, but they never complained when he gave the staff a cut. This morning, the ambassador had risen later than usual and was still sitting with Michael’s mother at the breakfast table on the upstairs veranda, spinning his glasses by their arm and leafing through the pages of the morning news. A fan revolved beneath the shade of the deep stone arches, ruffling the paper, and the thin-stemmed, swaying palms that towered above the red-tiled rooftop of the old colonial villa rippled the shadows that fell on their faces.

			Michael raised his hand and waved to them. There had been a terrible fuss at the embassy the last few days about a British loan that the Tatmadaw had squandered on a bunch of French locomotives. Eight months his father had spent, persuading the Burmese government to fix the railway line between Rangoon and Mandalay and getting them a deal softer than a kitten’s paw, and they’d blown it all on rolling stock in less than two weeks. Now, it would still take twelve hours to go four hundred miles because the tracks were nothing but rusted nails and rotten wood. I’ll be damned if there wasn’t a greased handshake in that meeting room somewhere, his father had muttered as they’d eaten brunch in his office the morning before. Burma should have been the richest country on earth. She had oil, teak, a sea full of fish, every precious mineral and gemstone known to man. It was an act of genius by the Tatmadaw that she wasn’t. The county’s failure frustrated his father. Whatever the ambassador did, however much he wooed and pressured, his impact never amounted to more than a wrinkle on the gloss of a murky, vast lagoon.

			From a shuttered doorway, Daw Mar waddled onto the veranda and placed down a fresh rack of toast, then wiped her hands on the bulge of her apron and chatted a few friendly words with his mother as she topped up the ambassador’s tea. He caught Michael’s stare as he thanked her. The cook slipped away and he waved back, tapping his watch with an overblown grin and yawning dramatically. 

			‘What time did you haul yourself in last night, Mikey?’ his father called down.

			Michael shrugged. ‘About twelve.’

			His parents shot him a knowing look. ‘You fibbing hound.’

			Michael shrugged again and grinned back widely. He hadn’t found his way home until gone 3 a.m. In a steamy teahouse on some alley off the south bank of Inya Lake, he had whiled away the hours drinking bitter rice wine and playing cards until he couldn’t count the clubs in his hands. When he’d finally arrived at the residence, he had clattered his bicycle into the gates as he’d opened them and then tripped on the porch steps as he fumbled with his keys. He knew he had woken his parents. He heard his mother pad along the landing and the flush of the chain. There would be a token word about it later – another warning to be cautious in the Rangoon nights.

			There were only a few weeks left now before Michael was due to return to London and start looking for work after the long, post-university summer, but he didn’t feel keen for October’s arrival. Claudine’s aunt had a flat in Battersea that she’d hardly stayed in since moving to Monaco and she had said that Michael could have the first month for free, and he was grateful, of course, but there was nothing that stirred him about working in London. The blue suits, black suits, grey suits. The overcrowded underground. The overcrowded office blocks. Those thin fluorescent lights that they suspended from the ceilings that made all the faces at the desks look lilac and gave him an ache behind his eyes. Here in Burma, he felt so much fresher. There was a freedom to each morning, a lush anticipation. He could lose himself in its timelessness and foreignness, and plunge inside its colours, so much richer than his own. Something here was moving like he’d never felt in England; the tow of a current, ready to pull him wherever he pleased. 

			He crossed the path and chucked his parents a last wave before opening the gates and stepping outside. On the opposite kerb, Sein was waiting in the shade of an enormous padauk tree, leaning on its trunk in his tatty corduroy trousers and too-large, dust-brown blazer, and reading the copy of The Little Drummer Girl that Michael had given him. The tree roots had lifted the pavement beneath him and he tapped the toe of his brogues against them absently as he read. He looked up and smiled, flicking his chin and his cigarette ash in unison.

			‘You look paler than ever, white boy,’ he said as Michael approached. ‘How’s your head?’

			‘No worse than yours, I’d imagine.’ Michael snatched the book from his hands, cuffing him with it. ‘You want to be careful, reading that in the street.’ They had used two English pennies to scratch le Carré’s name and the title from the cover, and the soft, worn cardboard was still powdering in his hands. He thrust it at Sein’s chest and Sein rolled it up and crammed it into his blazer pocket. 

			‘I can’t put it down,’ he grinned. ‘The intrigue! Besides, my father won’t let me finish it at home. Says nothing good can come of reading spy novels in a city full of spies.’

			‘He’s right,’ said Michael. ‘I wouldn’t have given it to you if I thought you were stupid enough to be reading outside in the bright light of day. If the MI takes it off you, there’ll be more to suffer than your dad’s clipped ear.’ 

			Sein shrugged, his lips pursing. ‘The Military Intelligence has juicier mangos to gnaw at than me.’ 

			Michael gave his friend a stern look. ‘I heard they want all the mangos, Sein. Big, small, ripe and juicy, or as mouldy as they come. You know that. And my father says they’re watching the students more closely than ever. He’s heard rumours of them organising trips to the north to help the insurgents, or something like that. The Tatmadaw’s twitchy. You need to be on your guard. It won’t take more than a dodgy book in your pocket to get you on a watch list, and once you’re on, you’ll never come off. What are you doing here, anyway? I said I’d see you at the Lotus. You look like a spy yourself, hanging out on the corner.’

			Sein shrugged again and his grin broadened. ‘No problem then, is it? The spies are less likely to bother a spy. Besides, I was passing. I knew you’d be late. I thought the ambassador had locked you up.’

			Michael rolled his eyes and felt his own smile start to crack too. ‘And what was my crime?’ he said. ‘A hangover? That’s unlawful imprisonment. The English courts are fairer than the Burmese ones.’

			‘Ah yes, my friend,’ Sein laughed. ‘Touché!’

			Sein threw his arm around Michael’s shoulder and steered him along the broad, leafy street. Michael untucked his cigarette from behind his ear and sparked up. He knew that his friend was vigilant really, but it was hard not to feel more responsible than he should. The boys had met more than three years before when Michael was visiting his father for the Easter break, and though many times since he had nudged aside the feeling, there remained the sense of an unbalanced debt. That night, Michael had staggered from the Sailing Club after a spat with some Italian intern over the rules of chinlon and thrown up in an alleyway near the People’s Park South Gate. Sein had been watching from a dingy downtown teahouse as Michael dropped his roll-up in the gutter and had wandered over to offer him a fresh one, practise his English and hold his light steady. 

			It was an unlikely friendship that had formed, but a strong one. For Michael, Sein and the Rangoon university boys were far more interesting than all the expat kids rolled together. So many of the Burmese boys and girls he had tried to talk to before had been scared of him, muttering nothing more than a polite mingala-ba when he greeted them, never meeting his eye. Sein was ambitious though. Bright and near fearless. For him, Michael was his portal to a world of possibilities, to stories of privilege and justice and freedom. They shared the same dreams of adventures and thrills.

			He took a drag on his cigarette, feeling his hangover ease with the nicotine, and squinted ahead down the tree-lined street. It was quiet in this part of town and they walked in shade on the wide, uneven pavement, quiet too, absorbing the peace. Around the tree trunks and at the bottom of the fences, stray dogs were slumbering, and the boys stepped lightly over their scrawny, sprawling limbs. The ageing British mansions cast long, ornate shadows and Michael glanced up at their tightly shuttered windows, and the archways that flaked with shards of ochre plaster and paint. Each of the balustrades was dark and deserted, and vines twisted through their wrought-iron bars and the fretwork that dripped from the cornices above, giving the sensation of long-time abandonment, though he knew the city’s elite wined and dined and schemed inside. In the distance ahead, the mansions turned to townhouses, crowding closely together and crumbling, and he saw the towering gold and white Buddhist temple stupas begin to peep between the buildings and felt the same wonder that he did every morning as they shimmered in the heat-haze as if they trembled with excitement, promising him the clamour of downtown Rangoon.

			Michael’s love for Rangoon had been forged the moment he had first emerged from the single, dilapidated terminal of the city’s International Airport, five years earlier. He was travelling alone and had been meant to search for his father’s driver in the chauffeurs’ ranks, but instead, straight ahead as he left through the exit, he was met by the most imposing tree he had ever seen. It was an ancient, yawning banyan, he later learnt, taller and broader than a double-decker bus, and its boughs were so laden with crows that it gave the appearance that the leaves were black and shuddering, and it sounded like the loudest, most fearsome monsoon rainstorm, and he felt the sound in the hollow of his chest. Awed, he had stood for what must have been minutes, all other voices and the engines of the cars lost to the birds and this new, thrilling magic, letting the thickness of the air and its heat, its dampness and his anticipation settle onto him, and wrap around him and seep deeply in. 

			When he had gathered himself, he had asked the driver to take a long, snaking route through the city, and in place of the tiredness he should have felt after his journey, there was an energy more spirited than he’d ever felt before. Through the open window, he marvelled at the Burmese men in their skirt-like longis, and the pagodas that glittered at the split of every crossroad, at the iridescent lakes and the monks in vibrant orange, and the peddlers selling flatbreads and cheroot cigarettes as thick as sugarcanes, the spittoons on the doorsteps and the puddles in the potholes and the strings of grey-white washing, and the trees that tugged at power lines, and the dogs and the dirt. The checkpoints had soldiers who looked younger than he was. The roundabouts were lined with tiny concrete cubicles and the queues that stretched from each were astonishing as people waited to have their fortunes told. The women had painted their cheeks with straw-coloured paste – thanaka, his mother had told him, the creamy yellowness that all Burmese girls wore to keep their skin from burning in the sun, swirled into circles or scored in the image of leaves and flowers. Hardly another car passed them on the journey, but the bicycles were constant, hissing and trilling like birds at a stream. After centuries of war and nature’s wrath, and what his father referred to as a deadly combination of ineptitude and neglect, the grand colonial buildings that lined the streets were lilting slightly, succumbing to decay. For Michael, this only added to the majesty. Rangoon had a melancholy, injured charm. 

			He had said as much to Sein one suppertime as they sat together in a riverside cafe. His friend had laughed and shaken his head.

			‘Those buildings are a sign, Michael Atwood,’ he replied, with his characteristic broad grin. He took a pinch of laphet from a saucer on the table and stuffed it into his mouth, shooting his eyes pointedly to a Tatmadaw soldier patrolling outside. ‘There’s nothing melancholy here. Not a tealeaf! Can’t you see it? Those chipped bricks and peeling archways are here to remind us. They’re here to buoy us, to keep us hoping. All regimes will eventually fall.’

			He nodded at Michael, waiting for agreement, and Michael smiled back, though he didn’t feel sure. He wanted to believe it, but after all he had read and heard from his father, the grip of the Tatmadaw seemed fixed and ferocious. The press was stifled, opposition outlawed. The people were watched, afraid and suspicious. There were hardly enough jobs and food to sustain them. He hadn’t the stomach to hope like Sein.

			On the street, he looked at his friend, feeling a gust of sudden helplessness, but Sein had a smirk that stretched from ear to ear. He was rambling about some girl he had met at the university, about how pretty she was, like a spirit draped in jasmine, and how he’d lost at a game of Scissor Paper Stone with Ohn over who would go and speak to her, but she’d laughed at his friend and smiled at him instead. Michael grinned too, despite himself. Sein’s good humour always lifted his mood. 

			With the weight of Sein’s arm around his shoulder, he hastened their walk. They were reaching the centre of the city, travelling along the road to the west of the Zoological Gardens, and the people and the noise were thickening fast. The buzz of it shifted the last of Michael’s hangover and he drew a lungful of the humid air, tasting the thick, forceful farmyard stench on his tongue, and between the intermittent pummel of a struggling generator, he heard the macaws as they shrieked from their cage. An elderly monk passed with a newspaper tucked beneath his arm and an umbrella for a walking stick, and the man bowed his head to them in a silent greeting. Beyond him, the kerb became crowded with vendors selling deep-fried vegetable fritters and sticky scented doughnuts, and a girl hawked her goldfish, the tiny creatures flitting their long black tails inside plastic bags that she swung from each wrist. Beside her, a mother squatted in the gutter with a row of dented tin teapots and her child. The baby grizzled and fidgeted, and white smoke soared from the teapots’ lidless openings and perky spouts as the woman swayed on her haunches and poured water inside them from a perilously heavy-looking, bubbling vat.

			The boys crossed through the centre of the roundabout onto Bahan Road, and from the far bank of the Kandawgyi Lake a loudspeaker crackled with a high-pitched song. There was a rally of some sort in Bogyoke Park, and on the horizon Michael could see a row of Burmese flags and Tatmadaw banners, and a longer row of soldiers – fifty of them perhaps – each with their rifle held aloft, goose-stepping before a languid, clapping crowd. Sein dodged into the heaving Bahan Market and Michael followed him, feeling the hot air congeal in the cramped passages and moisture drip on his face from the awnings above. There were children scurrying about him with flower garlands and little booklets of gold leaf for sale on silver trays, buzzing between them, searching for people on the way to their morning’s chants and reflections, and the rich aromas of spices and incense, musky-sweet cheroots and freshly cut meat swamped him as he listened to the chatter of the sellers and their sandals in the dirt. 

			They emerged from one edge of the market and cut across the top of Bahan Road before dipping down a side street – then another, then another – to avoid the throngs. The crisp, rhythmic clack-clack of a loom greeted them, and Michael glimpsed the workers through a fissure in a doorway, dust dancing in the air around them, suspended in the glow of morning light, blurring their edges and casting their silhouettes with a silvery sheen as they bent over their benches and weaved robes for the monks. Ahead, the glorious golden peak of the Shwedagon Pagoda was radiant against the sky. It towered above every other building, above even the tallest wind-swept palms, above the bravest freewheeling blackbirds. He sucked a breath and watched them soar. 

			The Lucky Lotus Teahouse was in a tiny square just north of the temple’s complex, away from the crowds but with the market still visible, and they cut along their usual alleyway shortcut to reach it when Sein stopped suddenly, gripping Michael’s arm. 

			‘We’ll go the long way round,’ he whispered, flicking a look ahead as he towed Michael back.

			Partway down the alley, four men were standing in the gloom, blocking their path, three of them wearing Tatmadaw uniforms and positioned in a crescent facing a fourth, nervous-looking man. They were talking at him, their faces held close, voices low and with threatening stances. The prisoner was nodding with his back to the wall and he appeared to be hurriedly re-dressing, knotting the string of a blue-checked longi around his waist and slipping his feet inside tattered puce-green sandals. A large tattoo stretched up his forearm, a coal-black orchid with an eye in the centre, crudely outlined like a child might have drawn it, the petals hanging down to his wrist like fangs. The Tatmadaw men had turned at Michael and Sein’s unwelcome advance and were shooting them stares, and the prisoner snatched his shirt from the railing and threw it over his shoulders, buttoning it up and scowling too.

			‘They were officers, Sein,’ said Michael as they averted their gaze and backed around the building. He had seen the stripes on their sleeves and the dough of their bellies, so different from the lowly, undernourished ranks that usually patrolled this part of town. ‘What were they searching him for?’

			Sein shook his head. ‘We don’t want to know.’

			Together, they doubled back through a bigger, busier market street, then entered the square, and Sein raised his hand as they stepped inside in the teahouse. 

			‘Mingala-ba, brothers,’ he called across the room.

			Maung and Ohn already had a table near the back of the shop, and were sitting on their stools with their knees up, sipping tea and smoking. They were talking to two girls, who were smiling coyly. 

			Michael scanned quickly around the teahouse. His father had warned him about places like this more times than he cared to remember. Only sit in the centre. The spies chose the walls. Trained by the KGB, they were. Ruthless as hell. He threw a cursory glance at the seats along the edge. All empty. He shouldn’t worry. Sein’s father was a professor at the university, well enough connected by Burmese standards and careful with it, and Sein always knew the best places to meet. He picked the cafes away from the main drags, the ones where the light was poor and the smell of the milk was sickly sweet and slightly turning, but where the proprietors made a point to look the opposite way. 

			Maung and Ohn nodded a welcome and Michael and Sein zigzagged through the maul of densely packed tables that crammed the thin shop, strip-lights flickering above them, the air dank with steam. At the sight of Michael’s approach, the girls said a hurried goodbye to Maung and Ohn and slipped to a table across the room, excuses made.

			Maung groaned and sunk his head into his hands. ‘You cost me, white boy,’ he said to Michael. ‘You scare them off. Every time.’

			Sein laughed and pulled out a stool, slumping down. He slapped Maung’s shoulder, then helped himself to a glass of green tea from the metal flask in the centre of the table. ‘Your ugly face costs you, brother. And your lack of charm.’

			‘Nonsense!’ cried Maung, his expression awash with overstated shock. ‘I’ve more charms than the soothsayers. Those little petals were one sugar lump away from marrying me, I swear it.’

			‘Both of them?’

			‘Both of them!’

			Michael took out the stool beside Ohn and sat too, picking up the flask and grinning, wide. ‘I’m sorry, Maung,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to spoil your fun. I’m sure you were in there.’

			Maung shook his head and glared across the table. ‘I was. Why do we hang out with this boy, Sein? What do we get for it? Nothing but grief.’

			Sein shrugged, selecting a sponge cake from the platter on the table, unwrapping the cellophane and tucking in. ‘You can hang out with whoever you like,’ he said with his mouth full, ‘but nothing but soap and water will fix the sewage that spills through those lips. What was it you said to that pretty one last week? Eyes like a sunset? What does that even mean, brother?’

			‘Your eyes are as red as a devil’s,’ laughed Ohn. ‘That’s just the kind of romance to make a girl weak.’

			‘You jokers don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said Maung. He smirked, suddenly, and stroked the line of fluff on his upper lip. ‘Anyway, once my moustache is finished, I won’t need the pickups, will I? I’ll look just like Lionel Richie. I’ll be fighting them off. Endless love. That’s what I’ll be getting. Endless bloody love.’

			The boys laughed and Maung examined his reflection in the flask’s sticky-printed, tarnishing shine.

			Across the floor, the teahouse’s proprietor was returning from tidying the tables at the front of his shop, with a cluster of water glasses pinched by their rims between his fat fingers and a grimy rag in the loop of his belt. His name was Khun Zaw Ye, but the boys called him Saya, or Teacher, for short. Teacher was leathery-skinned and his front teeth were missing. The back of his head was latticed by scars. He looked at least forty, with a solid, round belly that strained above his waistband, and though clearly his skin had started to loosen, the muscles beneath it were strong and persistent, and gave him the look of a fighting bear. His lips and the tips of his fingers were stained maroon by betel, and where his sleeves were rolled back, his forearms bulged inside a blue tattooed net. Michael had heard it whispered that he’d once been a soldier with the Shan State Army – the SSA – and had fought in the mountains against the Tatmadaw for years; rumours that Teacher had neither confirmed nor denied. Michael doubted it was true – why would the Tatmadaw leave him be if anyone knew it? – but he could see how the rumours might have begun. It didn’t take much vision. Teacher was a brawler, vast and powerful. The look in his eye was commanding and stern. 

			Maung reached out and tapped Teacher’s wrist as he passed his seat. ‘What do you think, Teacher?’ he said, throwing a look at Michael. ‘Those girls . . . they liked me, didn’t they? They were just as hooked as little fish.’

			Teacher belched a humourless laugh. ‘I’ve got better things to do with my time than watch you fail to get a girlfriend, Little Mouse.’ 

			He placed the glasses down on a table behind the boys and whipped his rag across the greasy Formica as the sounds of a motorbike engine leapt into the air. In the cave-like shop, the noise was deafening, drowning Ohn and Sein’s snickering and Maung’s outraged protestations, and Michael turned to the doorway to see a bike sitting there, the driver revving it so heavily that smoke coughed from its tailpipe and the wheels spun. He couldn’t see his face, but his longi was checked and the straps of his sandals were a grotty leather puce. Jammy bugger, thought Michael. Whatever he’d been stopped for, they’d let him go. He smiled, watching as the man lifted himself taller to peer down the street. He was straining, looking for something, and a moment later a truck pulled up beside him, directly opposite the shop by the outermost row of market stalls. The truck’s driver hurled himself from the cab and mounted the back of the waiting motorbike, which revved again and sped away, and Michael barely had the chance to turn back to Sein and remark on the oddness, when the sound and shock hit him: a terrible blast.

			At that instant, the explosion felt like a jet engine behind him, but bigger and more painful, and he felt the weight of the air thrown into him, the powerful thrust of a shovel against his body that forced him into the table and winded him, and then the rush of dust. The ferociousness of the noise that followed punctured through his eardrums and rang inside his head as it rocked the walls and shattered the windows, showering his body with debris and glass. He heard a scream as the dark billowed over him, coating him instantly, blinding him, dust searing in his eyes and lungs. He staggered to his feet, blood in his mouth, hot and metallic, and trickling from his chin as he unclenched his jaw. He couldn’t see for the smoke, but through the shrieking in his ears and his blaring panic, he could hear people shouting. Maung’s voice. Ohn’s. Ones he didn’t recognise. A bomb, they cried. A bomb! A bomb!

			Michael scrambled towards the doorway, groping for his way, coughing hot, painful hacks that tasted like bonfires and aware of the other people scrabbling desperately around him, of chairs and tables scraping the floor as fleeing bodies threw them aside. Outside, it was clearer of dust and smoke, but debris floated down like confetti, the leaves and fragments of ash and plaster, slowly, slowly, sinking through the air. He gasped for breath. The fear in his mind was screaming Run, run! Don’t die here! The power of the blast was still reverberating inside him, beating in his chest, ringing in his head, unsteadying him, like his body was a bell that had just been struck. From somewhere, there was a hiss of water escaping – or gas – the pressure of it piercing the fug, and people running, panicked, amid the bodies that lay on the floor. 

			He looked around for Sein frantically, but his mind felt dizzy and he didn’t know any of the faces. Ahead, the market stalls had been decimated, and directly in front of him where the truck had pulled up and the motorbike had fled was the carcass of the vehicle, tipped on its side, the bars of the back pickup blasted outwards, its khaki coverings tattered and ablaze. He clasped his hand to his mouth, aghast. All around was chaos and terror. A frightened crowd. People were tumbling from the market’s passageways and falling to the ground, bloodied and burnt, shards of metal embedded in their skin.

			‘Sein!’ he heard himself cry. ‘Where are you, brother?’

			He turned and saw Maung and Ohn across the street. They were helping a woman who was lying in the gutter. They had scratches on their skin and shock on their faces but otherwise looked fine. He called out again and started towards them, but then he caught sight of something through the corner of his eye, there, on the ground at his side, stopping him. There were stains on the pavement, red blood not red betel, and in one puddle Sein was lying prone, still clearly breathing but his body full of fragments, his teeth tightly gritted and a yawning, streaming gash along the length of his cheek. 

			‘Sein!’ 

			Michael dropped to his knees beside his friend, afraid to touch him, but Sein looked at him, eyes piercing, terrified and desperate, his lips quivering in a soundless plea, and Michael shook himself and scooped him up, staggering. He looked around for someone to help. There were military police – scores of them – and soldiers brandishing their guns and shouting, but no ambulances, just disarray. 

			‘The rebels will pay! The rebels who spill innocent Burmese blood are enemies of our people and our Union and all humanity! They will be caught!’

			‘We will punish them. Punish them!’

			He could hear the soldiers’ voices, feel their useless presence. Then, through the smoke, Michael saw Teacher’s lumbering silhouette. He was propping up a boy with an arm around his waist and hobbling towards a waiting car. The boy was hanging from his neck, his feet dragging behind him, and Teacher opened the car door and bundled him inside. 

			‘Teacher!’

			Michael forced himself forward, calling to him, running as best he could manage beneath Sein’s limp weight.

			Teacher looked at him, grabbed his shoulders. ‘Are you alright, Michael Atwood?’ 

			Michael peered beyond him into the car. Two bloodied bodies had been dumped on the back seat and were knotted together and two more curled in the footwells. The driver looked horror-struck, his shirt drenched with blood as he tried to knot a longi around the chest of the bleeding girl in the front seat. Michael looked at Teacher, giddy. Sein was a weight in his arms like lead.

			‘Sein needs to get to the hospital, Teacher,’ he cried. He could feel his panic turning solid in his throat. 

			Teacher wiped his mouth, glanced around momentarily, then sped to the back of the car as the engine fired to life. He wrenched open the boot, tearing out the bags and baskets and a fishing net from inside, and then snatched Sein from Michael’s arms and thrust him down. 

			Michael rubbed his own face, reeling. ‘What happened, Teacher?’ he muttered weakly.

			Teacher slammed his palm against the side of the car. He stared at Michael, so hard that his heart skipped. He shook his head. His face was a thunderstorm. Michael staggered backwards, and the engine gunned again and the car started moving, pushing inside the confusion and uproar, its horn blasting, shrieking a warning, and Teacher strode away and left Michael gawping, watching one scuffed brown brogue below one corduroy-covered ankle, swinging from the back of the open boot.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Thuza opened the door to the birdcage and peered inside. The last sparrowhawk clung to his perch and scowled at her, his bright orange eyes swivelling furiously in their sockets. Though the light that leaked through the morning mist was thin and sickly, it caught his stare and set it flaming. She licked her lips and glanced outside. It was less than an hour since dawn had crept over the mountaintops, and the air was still sodden with dew and the damp scents of earth. The path that led from her home to the forest was puddled slightly, dragonflies flitted above pools of silver water, and the gravel glittered like a trail of spilt gems. She smeared her quivering hands along her longi to dry them and sniffed hard, drawing the cage a little closer to the window. The sparrowhawk puffed his breast at the jolt, flexing his talons to retighten his grip. With slow and careful movements so as not to make him startle, she rolled her cuff from her wrist and reached out, and then quick as the snares she had set in the forest, she snatched her fingers suddenly shut on his fragile neck.
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