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Dedication





  
  I dedicate this book to all those soldiers who, in the horrifying conditions of being Prisoners-of-War under the Japanese, stayed true to their ‘oath of salt’, especially to those of my old regiments 1st King George V’s Own Gurkha Rifles (Malaun Regiment). You all deserve to be remembered with pride.
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Glossary





  
  Chinese

  bo leng gei gwaan cheung Light Machine Gun (with ‘Light’ not required), was not used but ‘cow horn weapon’, ngau kok cheung, was used instead

  hak black

  mui gwai rose

  doh che thank you

  samsu sam = 3, su = burned, so ‘triple-distilled’ rice wine

  song wai captain

  sook ching purification by elimination

   

  Hindi

  Azad Hind Fauj Free India Army a.k.a. Indian National Army (INA) but Jiffs, Japanese Inspired Fifth column, to British servicemen

  badmash rogue

  bahadur brave

  boké like a goat, a deadly insult to a Sikh

  chalo Delhi ‘On to Delhi!’

  doolally British slang for Deolali, a British Army camp 100 miles northeast of Bombay, meaning ‘made mentally unstable while waiting for a boat back to Britain’

  djinn (from Arabic) spirits in Muslim mythology who could assume human or animal form and influence man by supernatural powers

  ghadr revolt

  gora fair-skinned.  Term for lower-class Europeans

  gulab rose

  havildar Indian Army sergeant equivalent

  hazur your

  jai long live

  jai Hind Long Live India

  jawan modern name for ‘sepoy’

  jemadar lowest of three Viceroy’s Commissioned Officers

  ji polite suffix

  kaida method, custom, the quintessential ‘backbone’ of the Indian Army

  kala black

  luñgi a lower-limb cloth covering

  munshi teacher

  neta leader

  paratha pancake-like preparation from kneaded flour and fried in ghee

  raj realm

  ‘rangrut’ recruit

  saitan devil (for Hindus)

  ‘Sardar-ji’ polite form of address to a Sikh

  sarkar government

  saudhan, sabdhan Attention!

  zamhareer (Urdu) the worst and coldest Muslim hell

   

  Japanese

  ah, so desu yes,

  bakayaro bastard

  banzai (in full Tennō heika banzai) a wish for the Emperor to live for ten thousand years and a war-cry for kamikaze (q.v.) pilots and soldiers

  bara rose

  choho covert Intelligence

  Chuo Kikan the Imperial Japanese Navy’s Intelligence Department

  domo thank you

  gaijin foreigner

  gomen nasai so sorry

  gyanpuku ceremony for wearing Samurai hat

  hakko ichiu eight corners of the world under one roof

  hikari Light from the East

  iyé no

  notkami spirit

  kamikaze ‘divine wind’, a Japanese on a suicidal mission

  kanpai! cheers!

  kikan agency

  kinjiru forbidden

  kodo loyalty to the emperor

  Ko-hyoteki a class of Japanese mini-submarine

  kuroi black

  san polite suffix to a name

  Shonan Brilliant South, Singapore

   

  Malay

  hitam black

  jalan road

  Mat Salleh a legendary Malay who always thought he knew more than he actually did, used as slang for an Englishman

  mawar rose

  orang man

  orang puteh white man, ‘European’

  stengah (from sa-tengah) half, colloquially ‘a drink of half whisky and half water’

  tuan sir, master

   

  Nepali

  ath pahariya [the one who is] on duty for eight hours, an

  ADC

  banchoot a scurrilous epithet of opprobrium

  bhai younger brother.  Also used to one younger than the speaker

  boké an insulting name for Sikhs, ‘the one with the goat’s beard’

  chhatiwan tree, Alstonia scholaris

  daju elder brother.  Also used to one older than the speaker

  dal (Kathmandu Nepali) battalion

  Desi an Indian

  Gorkha district of that name and post-1948 the Indian rmy word for a soldier of the Gorkha Brigade

  Gorkhali belonging to the district of Gorkha

  Gurkha English word for a Nepalese soldier

  Gurkhali English word for the Nepali language post-1948 for 40-odd years

  kaida the proper way of doing things

  Khaskura the lingua franca of Gurkhas pre-1948

  Nepali the language spoken by Nepalese royalty and court officials

  raksi country spirit

  saitan devil

  sarkar government

  shabash (Hindi also) well done

  shikar (Hindi also) big game

   

  Military terms and abbreviations

  Acorn Intelligence Officer of any unit

  ADC Aide de camp,. General or equivalent officer’s personal staff officer

  APM Assistant Provost Marshal

  BOR British Other Ranks

  Bren a particular light machine gun

  C-in-C Commander-in-Chief

  CO Commanding Officer

  CSDIC Combined Services Detention and Interrogation Centre

  Cwt hundred weight

  D Day the day fixed for an operation to be launched, so D- and D+ are used

  DMI Director of Military Intelligence

  DMO Director of Military Operations

  ETA Estimated time of Arrival

  ETD Estimated time of Departure

  KD Khaki Drill

  GHQ General Headquarters

  GR Gurkha Rifles

  havildar Indian Army equivalent to sergeant

  IAMC Indian Army Medical Corps

  INA Indian National Army, POWs working for the Japanese, q.v. Jiffs

  ID Identification [card/document]

  IMA Indian Military Academy

  IO Intelligence Officer

  IOR Indian Other Rank

  JIFC / Jiffs Japanese Inspired Indian Fifth Column, but pronounced and usually written as Jiffs

  lance naik Indian Army equivalent to lance corporal

  LMG Light machine gun

  naik Indian Army equivalent to corporal

  NC(E) Non-Combatant (Enlisted), civilians employed in menial tasks

  NCO Non Commissioned Officers

  OG Olive Green

  ‘O’ Group ‘Orders Group’, those to whom orders must be passed on before any operation

  QMJ Quartermaster Jemadar

  POW prisoner of war

  RAP Regimental Aid Post

  recce reconnaissance

  RNLN Royal Dutch Navy

  RMO Regimental Medical Officer

  SM Subedar Major

  SMG sub machine gun

  Starlight Medical officer of any unit

  Sunray Commanding Officer of any unit

  WEC Wireless Experimental Centre

  wilco wireless jargon for ‘will comply with …’

  WTO Weapon Training Officer

  VCO Viceroy’s Commissioned Officer

   

  Non-military

  IIL Indian Independence League
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Preface





  
  April 1938, Malaya: ‘Did he say seven men would try to kill me or did I mishear him?’ The 16-year-old English lad, Jason Rance, turned to his Gurkha friend, hoping he had misheard.

  ‘No, you heard correctly.’

  ‘I’m not very good at speaking Gurkhali – please tell me again what the old shaman actually said.’

  Jason had been inveigled into meeting a Nepalese shaman who spent his time at one or other of the three rubber estates with a Gurkha labour force and occasionally went back to Darjeeling. ‘He’ll tell you your future if not your fortune,’ Jason’s Gurkha friend had said. ‘Give him some unhusked rice which I’ll get from home and he will tell you where to place it on a wooden board he puts on the ground in front of him.’ He looked at Jason coaxingly. ‘You must also give him some money. I suggest ten dollars.’

  Jason, looking wide-eyed at his friend, had hesitated momentarily before saying, ‘Yes, I’d like to go along with you. It’ll be something entirely different for me.’ My parents would call this mumbo-jumbo but why not?

  The shaman was old, rheumy-eyed and long haired with a wispy grey beard and exuded an aura of authority. Jason was shown the board, not much bigger that a child’s slate and now wiped clean from the last occurrence, and the shaman covered it with fine dust. Jason was told where to put the rice on it. He placed the ten-dollar note on the ground beside the board and was bidden to sit. The old man started by putting his liver-spotted, grave-marked hands in the rice, feeling it, lifting some and letting it fall, and gently kneading it. He asked Jason his name and his age, all the while staring hard at the young English boy, forcing eye contact. Picking up a stick he started drawing lines on the heaped rice, seemingly at random, scrutinising the grains carefully.

  ‘Your parents were not born in this country but in a foreign land towards the sunset, you know more than one language, know how to wrestle and you feel safe in the jungle.’ Jason involuntarily stiffened. My friend can’t have told him, surely? The old man cleared his throat noisily, turned his head and deftly spat out some phlegm. ‘You and a younger brother of a different race will often work together under difficult and dangerous conditions …’ Something seemed to trouble him. He drew some more lines, again seemingly at random and studied them before continuing. ‘You will be hunted by a kalo gulab’ – ‘black rose’, what does he mean? – and the shaman repeated the name in Malay, mawar hitam, which Jason also understood.

  Jason made as to ask what that meant but was nudged by his Gurkha friend so stayed silent.

  ‘You wanted to ask me a question,’ the shaman said, surprising Jason by such insight. ‘I’ll tell you the answer. Not only a mawar hitam but three more like it. Four in four years and after that three more at ten-year intervals with different names.’

  Jason sat riveted, almost dazed, hardly knowing what to think or believe.

  ‘That is all I have,’ said the old man, wiping the board clean. ‘Leave me in peace.’

  The two friends got up and moved off, both in a chastened mood. They were just out of sight when they heard a commotion and saw a man carrying an unconscious woman over his shoulder making towards the shaman. ‘Let’s watch,’ said Jason’s friend. They crept back and sat, hidden, in earshot.

  A coconut had dropped on the woman’s head, knocking her unconscious, and her husband was worried in case she would lose her memory. Laying her gently on the ground, he pleadingly asked for help. Rheumy eyes looked at the woman and gently stroked her battered skull. ‘For her head a poultice of hot, ground-up rice flour must be applied, for her mind …’ and, to the watchers’ surprise, the shaman lay down beside her and spoke softly into her ear, for her alone. After about ten minutes they saw the strained look on the woman’s face relax. The shaman stiffly got up and told the man that his wife’s mind would not be affected.

  Soberly Jason and his friend left and back in the house, the two boys tried to unravel what they had just seen. ‘It can happen if you have trained for such an occasion,’ was the slightly unsatisfactory answer his friend offered. Jason then asked, ‘how much do you believe in what he said to me?’

  His Gurkha friend answered soberly, ‘my parents tell me that since they were children every prophecy he has ever made has come true,’ and left it at that.
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Chapter 1




  
  10 April 1938: For two senior Intelligence operators from two countries on opposite sides of the world shortly to be at war one against the other to accidentally meet in a third country is such an unlikely event that not even the most optimistic punter would lay any odds on it happening. Yet happen it did a day or so after Jason Rance had returned home and the seeds it unwittingly sowed in two otherwise unconcerned young men’s minds were not harvested for seven more years.

  It came about in Kuala Lumpur, Muddy River Junction in the vernacular, Malaya’s capital city, when Peter Mason, Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service’s senior Asian Affairs Desk Officer, was out on his final inspection of his ‘men on the ground’. He and his deputy, due to take over from him on their return to London, had been allowed to travel by air as the journey by sea would have taken too long. At first-stop Delhi they had talks with the Viceroy and the Intelligence fraternity before going on to Calcutta by train where they caught one of Imperial Airway’s Short Empire flying boats to Sydney and from there to a high-level meeting in Canberra. On their way back, again by flying boat, they had stopped off at Singapore, where the deputy would stay for an in-depth briefing, while Mason himself visited his ‘man in Malaya’, Philip Rance.

  Philip Rance spoke Malay like a native and was virtually fluent in Chinese, keeping this latter skill as close a secret as possible. Peter Mason, apart from a rudimentary knowledge of Hindi and Malay, was a Japanese interpreter. After a couple of working days together in Rance’s house, Hibiscus Cottage on Golf View Road, the senior man said, ‘I’m due to return to Singapore on the night train tomorrow. I haven’t “sniffed the air” in this part of the world for a few years and now, before retirement and pension, I’d like to revive old memories. I doubt I’ll have another chance. Also I’d like to stretch my legs.’

  ‘So would I,’ answered Philip. ‘My wife took her camera to the Cameron Highlands when we went up recently for a cool weekend and I need to give her roll of film in for developing. Let’s go a little later when it’s cooler. The shop is in Batu Road. That walk will do us good.’

  Philip was a 49-year-old, untidy-looking man with a ‘lived-in’ face who would never have been taken as an intelligence officer. That and a first-class brain were the reasons why he was rated so highly by his colleagues in London and ignored by those elsewhere who were his legitimate targets, the disassociation of ideas working in his favour. People do not normally think of such men in that category, a great asset in the Intelligence world as few would recognise or remember him again. He wore a white, open-necked shirt, khaki shorts and long grey socks that turned down below his knees and on his head a pith helmet. His companion, older by several years, was tall, gaunt, lined of face with white eyebrows, a clipped moustache and a cleft chin. Dressed in long trousers, a white cotton coat over a silk shirt, he wore a straw hat with an old Etonian ribbon round its brim covered his thinning hair. He radiated sincerity and kindness.

  They reached the Nakajima Photo Shop, managed by one Sugiyama Torashira, a Japanese. A bell sounded as they opened the door and went inside. There was no one at the counter. ‘Unusual,’ said Philip laconically, ‘I expect he’ll be out in a moment. It won’t hurt us to wait.’

  It was, one could suppose, a great shame that neither Philip nor Peter could have been ‘flies on the wall’ and so been able to overhear an earlier conversation in the stock room between the shop manager, another Japanese, and an Indian. Both Japanese were Intelligence operators: Sugiyama, a strong, slightly obsequious, good-looking man in his late twenties, was one of a network of agents all over Southeast Asia working in many activities from the mundane, for example bicycle repairers, café managers and shop keepers, to the more highly qualified, such as dentists and doctors. Their task was to report back to Tokyo on the state of affairs, especially matters military, in the vicinity where they worked. At his real job Sugiyama was keen, alert, cold, observant, detached, manipulative, ruthless and formidable. The other Japanese, Yonai Karechika, thirtyish, fleshy-cheeked, wide-eyed, pursed lips and well built, was on a tour of various Southeast Asian countries. He wore his authority with a bland goodwill that masked a subtle intelligence and deep cunning. His main interest was in airfields and their means of defence, military camps and the capacity of roads and bridges to withstand armoured vehicle movement over them. Before the two Englishmen arrived he was authoritatively holding forth on the future; ‘When we attack, as we surely will – but when is still being considered – the military here will not be ready to resist us, even if there were enough of them. That means that the British will reinforce numbers with Indian troops and that is where you, Akbar Khan-san, will play your crucial part.’

  ‘Happily, happily,’ almost crooned the Indian, waggling his head from side to side and hands a-flutter. He was a lawyer, originally from Peshawar, whose native tongue was Pashto. He was a burly, squat, overweight, quick-witted, affable man with a heavy moustache, untrustworthy eyes, pinched lips and a head of thick, black, oiled hair. He was the Kuala Lumpur representative for the above-board and so lawful Indian Association that, in turn, was cover for the unlawful anti-British Indian Independence League, the IIL, with its headquarters in Tokyo and branches all over Asia. Akbar Khan gave a throaty chuckle and a lop-sided grin. ‘My boss in Penang, Nedyam Raghavan-san, will also be happy.’ Yonai Karechika had close links with the IIL, hence the meeting. Interestingly the conversation was in Japanese.

  On hearing the shop doorbell ring Sugiyama stood up, bowed his head to his superior and, asking to be excused, made his way to the counter.

  ‘So sorry to have kept you waiting, Tuan,’ he said in English, bobbing his head in politeness. As Philip handed his roll of film across the counter he said ‘If you haven’t finished developing my last roll I’ll call back another time.’

  ‘Please wait, Tuan, while I go and check. I think it’s ready.’

  He went back to the inner sanctum but neglected to shut the door fully. Both Philip and Peter caught sight of the two men already there and Peter, whose hearing was acute, heard him say, ‘I have my doubts about the gaijin barbarian with the pith helmet. When they leave, follow them discretely. It may pay dividends.’ Gaijin, yes. Barbarian? No. Hostile! Peter thought, hackles rising.

  ‘Ah so desu.’ Yes.

  ‘Domo.’ Thank you.

  Yonai and Akbar nodded, Sugiyama bowed and returned with Philip’s photos. ‘So sorry for the delay. Here they are, Tuan. You seem to have had a pleasant holiday in the Cameron Highlands.’ His English was surprisingly good.

  ‘Yes, it was fun and the weather blessedly cool for a change. I’ll call back for the new photos in a week or so. Put both lots on my bill, please, and I’ll pay you at the end of the month’ and the two Englishmen left the shop. Once outside Peter repeated what he had heard. ‘Obviously I’m not known to be a Japanese linguist and I think we should take evasive action. You lead the way.’

  ‘We’re back with our basic training with escape and evasion,’ prattled Philip. ‘Follow me.’

  They moved off normally. After a few hundred yards Philip bent down as though to tie a loose shoelace and saw that their two followers were about fifty yards behind them. Two teams of schoolboy footballers, riotously happy, approaching them temporarily blocked the pavement. Philip and Peter, moving smartly across the road and causing a horse-drawn buggy to slow up, reached the far pavement, dodged round a tree and went down Jalan Petaling some fifty yards farther on. Their pursuers lost sight of them. Down a side street at No. 150 was a restaurant-cum-bar, cryptically named PS 150. They went inside, closing the door behind them and made for the bar. ‘We may be followed. We’ll hide for a few minutes,’ Philip warned the barman and the pair of them disappeared into one of the three curtained booths. Drawing the curtain, each man took one of the four chairs set by a table and, placing them with their backs to the side wall, sat down, feet tucked underneath. ‘The barman Ah Hong is one of my agents,’ explained Philip, ‘and I may be over-reacting by our trying not to be seen by any casual observer.’

  Shortly afterwards they heard two men come into the bar. Philip peeped through the narrow slit at the curtain’s edge and saw the Indian and the Japanese. So I was right after all! Putting a finger to his lips, he looked at his companion and nodded.

  ‘Did two Europeans come in here just now?’ the Indian roughly asked the barman in bazaar Malay. ‘There were no other Europeans about, only those two who we were following. We had a good look down the road and didn’t see them so presume they came in here. I think the one you work for works in the tax office and the other I don’t know.’

  ‘One I work for? I work for myself, thank you, and always have done. There’s no one here so your friends’ – sarcastically – ‘must have gone on down the road. Orang puteh normally don’t come here. I don’t know what Englishman works where. How can I? And how do you expect me to know who you know or don’t know? In any case I was facing the back wall polishing some glasses and didn’t see you until you spoke.’

  ‘They’re not in one of the booths are they?’

  ‘How can they be if they haven’t come in?’ Ah Hong answered in an exasperated tone of voice.

  ‘I’ll check,’ said Akbar Khan. He pushed back the curtain of two of the empty booths with both hands and saw a table and four chairs in each. He did likewise to the third, neatly blocking his own view as the curtain shielded the two Britons. He saw a table and two chairs and nothing else.

  ‘All empty. Both of us would have been angry if you had told us an untruth.’

  The two Asians went to the table under the fan and the Japanese brusquely ordered a small Tiger beer for himself and a lemonade for his Muslim companion. ‘Bring us your coldest.’ While the barman was putting the bottles and glasses on the table, the Englishmen were horrified to hear the Japanese say to him in bazaar Malay, ‘Your government will stay as it is now for only a few years longer. Then we Nipponese will get rid of all such people as you. You’ll find out that death knows neither pardon nor pity. Bakayaro!’ Ah Hong didn’t react at being called a bastard as he didn’t understand Japanese. Glasses were heard to clink and the Japanese toast Kanpai! Peter Mason quietly took a notebook and pencil from his jacket pocket to jot down notes on the two men’s conversation.

  Philip Rance had, by now, recognised the Indian as Akbar Khan in both his guises but not the other man. Talking to his companion, Yonai Karechika included the words ‘Hakko ichiu’, ‘Kodo’ and ‘Kokutai’ to which Peter gave a start of incredulity on hearing them. Ah Hong did not outwardly react at the Chinese ‘Sook ching’.

  As they drank their cold drinks Akbar Khan said, ‘Yes, you are quite right, Sugiyama-san. Just a few years more and then your country will look after east and south Asia and my India will get rid of the British once and for all. One danger that needs countering here is the Malayan Communist Party but I don’t consider them all that strong. As for the Malay military, they have two battalions. Immensely smart on parade, I don’t believe their training involves the soldiers “going those last few yards” and the British officers they have are not credited with being the calibre of those in the Indian Army.’

  ‘I’ve heard that already. As far as the two British battalions are concerned, they have long been the target of our people and we know a damaging amount about them, their capabilities, their few strengths and many weaknesses. For instance, they have to carry thick overcoats, respirators and steel helmets when they go on exercises, which is not very often. It’s unbelievable military stupidity. In real war fatigue and heat will have killed them before we’ll be able to do it for them,’ exclaimed Yonai Karechika, laughing immodestly. ‘They’ll be no problem for us, only to themselves.’

  They continued talking about airfields with no supporting military defence, how all attention was given to any hostile attack coming from the sea at Singapore and not overland, then on to how the rubber and tin would benefit Japan. ‘And not only here. In the Dutch East Indies as well.’

  Behind the curtain chairs were heard to scrape as the two men got up.

  ‘Give me money,’ demanded Ah Hong, naming the amount required.

  ‘Never.’

  ‘Yes. You must.’

  ‘Never.’ Slap, slap. Two resounding smacks were heard and it was all Peter and Philip could do not to go out and remonstrate.

  The door was shut with a bang and Ah Hong could be heard clearing the table. After waiting a short while Philip and Peter emerged, glad to stretch their legs. They sat down at the same table under the fan, both mopping their brow as it was stuffy inside their booth. ‘The Japanese shouldn’t have hit you. We’ll pay for their drinks. Can’t have you out of pocket,’ Philip told the barman. ‘Please bring us two cold beers.’

  Ah Hong’s cheek was red and swollen and he was silently seething but Philip’s kind gesture calmed him down, at least temporarily. Did he want to report it to the police?

  ‘Tuan, you know as well as anyone else, no Malay policeman takes any notice of us Chinese. I have other methods.’

  Sipping their beers, Philip told Peter who the Indian was and what he did. ‘I didn’t recognise the Japanese but he must have something to do with Akbar Khan’s unlawful side of life’.

  ‘Yes, it certainly seems so. I’ll tell you what I heard when we’re back in your house.’

  Philip paid for three beers and the bottle of lemonade and told Ah Hong to let him know if the Japanese or the Indian came back, together or separately.

  From a shop a little way down on the other side of the road the two Asians saw Philip and Peter leave. ‘Your hunch was correct. That was smart of you. How did you guess?’ the Japanese asked appreciatively.

  ‘Something nagged at me and only now has it occurred to me why: two booths had a table and four chairs but the third, with the curtain drawn, only two. Let’s go and check.’

  ‘Those two orang puteh were with you the whole time. Why did you lie to us?’ Yonai Karechika roughly asked the barman. He noticed that the Chinese now had a dagger in his waistband. No slapping this time!

  ‘They came and sat at the table under the fan and had a beer each after you’d left,’ replied Ah Hong angrily and truthfully. ‘And they paid for them.’

  ‘Liar! We’ve been watching from outside, saw no one go in but saw two Europeans leave. They could only have been here the whole time. If I had my way that would earn you something more permanent than having your face slapped. My friend here thinks you are an informer working for the shorter orang puteh. We’ll deal with you later, not now,’ and he glowered menacingly at the silent but furious Chinese.‘You’ve had your last chance. Kinjiru. Forbidden.’

  Back at the photo shop they held a council of war. ‘My son will be here soon,’ Akbar Khan told the others towards the end, ‘he and two of his friends went to the Odeon on Batu Road avid to see a widely-advertised film that has somehow showed parachuting …’ The door opened and in came his son. He greeted the three men politely and burst out, ‘Father, that parachuting. I and my two close friends feel that that is something for us.’

  Akbar Khan’s son, born with a jet black rose-shaped birthmark on one side of his forehead, had been named Tor Gul, Pashto for Black Rose, was fit, strong and a slightly overweight, dour-looking eighteen-year-old lad. Standing at around five feet and ten inches he had the north Indian’s paler skin with shifty, pale green eyes that showed his ancestors came with Alexander the Great’s eastward thrust from Greece more than two thousand years earlier. He was clever and crafty and could be vicious and malignant. He was, if anything, more anti-British than was his father who rejoined with, ‘Good, that’s for the future but for now sit down, keep quiet and listen. We were talking about Mr Rance and a visitor he has.’

  Akbar addressed both Japanese. ‘I know how much my son dislikes Mr Rance’s son Jason. He hasn’t met him all that much as they were in different schools but they played football and cricket against each other as well as having sports days. He says that Jason Rance never has time for us Indians, only for the Chinese and because of that we have watched him, secretly. Likewise, I don’t trust his father, the one who wears the pith helmet. To prove your suspicions of his undercover work, I will get my son and his gang to plan a bit of burglary. It will also show how strong we are. That’s why I want to use my son and his friends here and now. I’m sure they’ll be up to it, learn lessons from it, enjoy the challenge and also be of use to you.’

  The Japanese hissed their respects.

  ‘What and when have you in mind, father?’

  ‘I want to make war on that orang puteh Mr Rance. We think he works secretly for the Colonial government against us. I want to hurt and humble him for real so it’s up to you and your gang to plan and act. When? Tonight as ever is. Do you know where the Rances live?’

  ‘Yes, they live in Golf View Road so there’s an easy approach.’

  ‘Good. There are two sheds in the garden at the back of the house and I have learnt from his gardener …’ and he went into details of what he wanted his son to do, using English ‘…and I want that box,’ he finished off.

  His son smiled lasciviously. ‘Father, this is the first time you’ve given me what I believe is known as an operational order for my Tor Gul Gang. You’ll excuse me, please, I’ll be off to make my plan and alert my gang members.’

  He had three men in his gang. Two were who he had been to the cinema with, both Muslims whose fathers were also members of the IIL working under legal cover. They were cousins, somewhat confusingly named Abdul Rahim Khan and Abdul Hamid Khan, both tough and useful with knife and rope. The former had one ear larger than the other, the latter’s Adam’s apple was protrudingly triangular and his feet were turned out as he walked. All three were braggarts who always thought they knew best. The fourth member was, surprisingly, a Gurkha, Rabilal Rai, whose father was the chief clerk on Bhutan Estate, one of three rubber estates whose labour force was Gurkhas. The first group had been brought over from the Darjeeling tea estates in India in 1904. Rabilal had never been particularly anti-British until he had met Jason Rance there on one of his earlier visits. His antipathy was caused entirely by chance because of a mistake Jason, who had only recently started to learn Gurkhali, had made when talking to him. Feeling a sneeze coming on, he had tried to warn Rabilal who was close to him. But instead of saying ‘Go, thou, a sneeze,’ he had said what sounded like ‘Pubic hair,
 go fuck thyself.’

  ‘You round-eyed devil,’ had been the answer as the furious Gurkha stormed off. What had gone wrong was a couple of misplaced nasal ‘n’s and a ‘chh’ where ‘ch’ was needed. Say that to me, would you? Rabilal fumed and the dye was caste. A pall of hatred for all British overwhelmed him from then on. He’d come up to Kuala Lumpur with his father who had some legal rubber business with Akbar Khan: one thing had led to another and he joined the Tor Gul Gang.

   

  Back at the Rance household, host and guest bathed and changed into long trousers and shirts with sleeves rolled down, anti-malarial fig, before going to sit on the verandah on bamboo chaises-longues where the house boy brought them each a stengah, whisky and water. A welcome breeze came from the golf course but, even so, a joss stick had been lit and put on the floor under the rattan table between the two men to keep mosquitoes at bay. From where they sat they could just see the two small sheds at the back of their small garden. The one in front was used for garden tools and deck chairs and the other was Philip’s private work office, well camouflaged, Philip always thought. Both were securely locked when not in use.

  ‘Before you start to tell me what the two men said I’ll tell the Mem to leave us alone for about half an hour and then we’ll eat,’ and so saying Philip Rance stood up, put his head through the French window and called out to his wife that they had to talk shop for a while and they’d eat later. ‘Say in half an hour from now.’

  Both men pulled out the leg rests and relaxed comfortably. Peter Mason looked at his notebook and told Philip Rance what he had heard being said. ‘Philip, I’m worried by that man saying he had his doubts on you. I heard the Indian call the Japanese you gave your film to at the Nakajima Photo Shop Torashira-san and that immediately started bells ringing at the back of my mind. I think his main job is intelligence and the photo business is his cover.’

  ‘Peter, that’s worrying to say the least. As for the name Yonai Karechika, which we heard when we were in the shop, it also rings a bell with me. I’ll have a look at my card index file tomorrow.’  They had known each other long enough to be on Christian-name terms and not the more normally accepted method of using surnames.

  ‘He used four Japanese words that the Chinese would not have understood,’ continued Peter, almost didactically. ‘The first two were hakko ichiu which simply mean “eight corners of the world under one roof”, in other words making the world one big family, a moral goal; the third word was kodo, “loyalty to the Emperor”, the road which implements that goal. Does that presage an increase of fighting from Manchuria? I ask myself and answer, Yes, I think it well might. The fourth word was kokutai, which is the notion of Imperial Japan as a unique nation by virtue of the sacred Emperor. Those four words point to something brewing and almost indubitably coming from the very top. By the way, did you hear what the Japanese said to the shop owner in Chinese?’

  ‘Indeed I did, Peter. He said “sook ching” which has the unpleasant meaning of “purification by elimination”. It is what the Japanese said in Manchuria when they slaughtered so many Chinese men, women and children so its use now could, surely, only refer to where there are overseas Chinese. That blatantly means more Chinese deaths and from where else except south from Japan? Even the way the Japanese slapped the barman was strongly indicative.’

  ‘Let me dilate a bit.’ Peter’s memory was pointillist, a series of dots which, when joined and filled in, was encyclopaedic in its details. ‘The Mukden Incident that led to the invasion of Manchuria on 18 September 1931, with more attacks on China proper expected shortly, are seen as the latest manifestation of kodo as indeed was an insurrection only last year involving Japanese officers and over a thousand men. It points to a mood of unhealthy, certainly to us, Japanese government in-fighting. Now your turn tell me about the IIL, which I’m a bit hazy about.’

  ‘The other half before I tell you?’

  ‘Good idea. Can’t hurt.’

  Philip called his house boy for a refill and said nothing until both drinks had been refreshed and the servant dismissed. ‘As you well know, there have always been Indian anti-British movements. There was the Revolt Movement, Ghadr in the vernacular, that started life in 1907 and was defeated in 1917. It flourished, strangely, mostly in North America and the Far East. Musicologists would have described the IIL as a “variation on a theme”. Its virtual founder is one Rash Behari Bose who fled to Tokyo in, um, 1915, and has been there ever since. He has married a Japanese woman, has Japanese citizenship and is fluent in the language. He’ll be around forty years of age now.’

  ‘So Tokyo is at the root of both movements, it seems.’

  ‘Can’t fault you there.’

  ‘That certainly fits with Delhi and London’s thinking.’

  They sipped their drinks as they ruminated on the unfavourable and unfathomable implications of what they had heard. ‘Do you think that Yonai is more than likely doing what I am but in a deeper, more sophisticated and threatening manner, action rather than British reaction?’ Philip queried.

  Running his fingers through his thinning hair in a pathetic gesture of weariness and puzzlement, Peter said, ‘I’m afraid so and on a much larger scale than yours. I served in Asia for a good many years, including Japan before having to work in London and I miss it horribly. But I’ve developed a nose, if I can use that word, for sniffing, um, below the surface tensions and I fear that, more than likely, something drastic will occur in Asia …’

  ‘War?’ Philip interrupted, in a shocked tone of voice.

  Peter put his glass in the hole provided in the arm of the chair, put his hands into a steeple on his stomach and stared at his host before replying, ‘I hope not but I fear it’s rather more than less likely and,’ with a sad, sad look in his eyes, ‘one we probably won’t win.’

  Philip almost choked on his drink in surprised disbelief and spluttered, ‘You’re not being serious are you?’

  Shall I tell him? Yes. ‘Intensely so. I am one of a small band of people who have never believed that the big guns make Singapore an impregnable fortress or that an overland route for the capture of Malaya and Singapore is impossible. We were told to shut up or we’d lose our jobs so you must also keep your mouth shut. There’s no need to foul your nest.’

  ‘Lips tight and mouth shut. Thank you for telling me. Frightening. So what is London saying?’

  A look of disgust crossed Peter’s face as he took his drink out of the hole in the arm of the chair and looked at his host over the rim of his glass, smiling sourly before he gave his answer with the pity which only the Irish keep for drunks, spoiled priests and congenital idiots. ‘Oh dear! Oh dear! The majority of our service, especially those in the Colonial Office, most politicians except for Churchill and the top brass hats seem to have no idea other than “not enough money for this, that and the other”,’ this last mockingly offered in a mimicking, mincing tone.

  ‘So that really boils down to all our work and reports either meaning nothing or having us put down as jingoistic exaggerators,’ countered Philip.‘So what can we do about it?’

  ‘What indeed? Sadly nothing much if anything at all. The future is never easy to foretell, never black and white, open and shut. But I believe there could well be grave trouble within five years by which time we’ll both be too old to make much difference.’

  ‘So, rather than us, within five years our sons will be ready to fill our shoes, your Hector my Jason.’

  ‘My boy Hector is eighteen and reading Japanese to take over from me. He is at the School of Oriental Studies in London.’ His father was obviously proud at the thought.

  Father Rance’s views on his son were longer: ‘Jason, who’ll be sixteen next birthday, is my only child. He is fluent in Chinese having adopted my Chinese counterpart’s son Ah Fat as his brother. He also has a good working knowledge of Malay. He is doing well with his studies at the Victoria Institution and is in the First XI football team. He also spends time during the holidays with the children of the all-Gurkha labour force on a rubber estate not far from Seremban, to our south from here. They go camping in the jungle whenever possible. The estate is run by a Mr John Theopulos whose father or uncle, I can never remember which, brought the original labourers over from Darjeeling way back, so Jason also has a fair knowledge of Gurkhali, if that is its correct name. He’s a wonderful linguist for a lad of his age and his mother and I are proud of him.’

  ‘And what has he in mind for the future?’

  ‘If I had my way I’d have him work in our job, in the Firm, but some years back we were visited by a stray cousin who, apart from being the company commander of the first Gurkha winner of the Victoria Cross in the Great War, filled young Jason with some thrilling yarns about them and since then he feels that life in the Indian Army serving with Gurkhas is what he wants to do. His visits down to the Gurkha labour force have intensified that resolve. I have agreed and have managed, with considerable difficulty, to get him accepted as a late entry into the Army Class at Wellington College starting this coming autumn …’

  ‘… I’ll keep an eye on him. I know the headmaster, Bobby Longden.’

  ‘… thanks indeed. He has never been to England. He’ll find it strange, certainly to start with. Getting him there took a lot of doing I can tell you. From there he’ll try and get a place in the Indian Army’s equivalent of Sandhurst, the Indian Military Academy, IMA, at Dehra Dun. There I believe they have GCs, Gentleman Cadets. I’m working on it for him.’

  ‘I’ve had a spell in Delhi and have some powerful army contacts. They should be able to help.’

  Mrs Rance came out onto the verandah. ‘You’ve had more than your thirty minutes. We can’t wait any longer or the cook will go on strike. If he doesn’t, I will. You men don’t half gossip.’ Her smile robbed her words of any vituperation. ‘That’s where we women learnt how to. Swallow what’s left in your glass and come on in. Jason’s also ready.’

  Earlier on Jason had come back from a game of squash and now, bathed and ready for his meal, he joined them. Tall for his age, not much off six feet, his body was lean and taut. His penetrating, clear blue eyes and his features were almost hawk-like and stern until he relaxed them with a wonderful open smile. A potentially tough nut, mused the man from London as he noticed the boy’s ripple-like movements.

   

  After their meal all four of them sat together on the verandah with a cup of coffee, the two men, neither of whom smoked, also with a glass of kummel. ‘Jason, your father has told me that you are going to study in the Army Class at Wellington and want to go to the IMA for a commission and serve with Gurkhas. How come you have that desire? Gurkhas haven’t served in Malay since …can’t remember exactly but I’ve read somewhere that it was some time in the 1870s.’

  ‘Sir, your history is better than mine. There are three estate labour forces comprised of Gurkhas here in Malaya and in the summer holidays I go on camping jaunts with some of the lads from Bhutan Estate. I have come to like and admire them’ – except that anti-British Rabilal Rai, whose father is staunchly pro-British, always going on about how backward Malaya is compared to India but how much more advanced India would be if Indians were given a fair chance and ‘we Gurkhas in Darjeeling’. Where does he pick that stuff up from, I wonder. The slight pause before he continued was hardly noticed. ‘I take my Chinese friend, Ah Fat, with me and we go into the jungle and practise jungle lore such as tracking each other. Say it who shouldn’t, I can track one man through jungle by using ground signs and top signs and I can even speak enough of their language for simple conversations.’ He looked over at his father and said he hoped joining the Indian Army would not be thought a waste of his other languages. ‘But I don’t think my father’s job would attract me, working in a tax office doesn’t sound all that much fun.’ So he doesn’t know my real job, Philip Rance thought. ‘Going to Wellington College will be my first time in England and my first time away from home.’ He hesitated and Peter saw a shadow of doubt in the young man’s eyes. ‘But it’ll be a tremendous advantage and one I’m trying to get used to the idea of,’ he finished off hesitantly.

  The man from London, struck by the lad’s slightly clipped speech with no verbal tics, looked steadfastly at the young man who sat stone-still in his chair as though lost in contemplation. Sensing his moment, he said, ‘Jason, none of us are thought readers or particularly clever at reading the tea leaves but part of my job in London is trying to advise people in high places about developments.’ Jason nodded his head, not having been told what his father’s guest’s job was. ‘My gut feeling is,’ Peter continued with a lift of his eyebrows, ‘you are doing the right thing. Also I can be on hand when you are at Wellington and I have contacts in the Indian military, too, so could be of help. Also, no language learnt should ever be regarded as wasted.’

  ‘Oh that would be wonderful,’ Jason beamed happily, ‘but I could never repay what you are doing for me, sir.’

  ‘Don’t consider it.’

  Jason excused himself to go to bed. Philip looked at his watch. ‘Yes, one way and another it’s been a long day. Time for us, too, I think. Bed tea at half-past six too early, Peter? That’s when we have ours.’

  ‘No, that’s just when I like it.’

  ‘Good. Then after breakfast we’ll go to the office. There are still some bits and pieces to discuss and there’ll be time as your going on to Singapore is by the night train.’

  ‘Suits me fine, Philip,’ and they bid each other good night.

   

  Before Jason dropped off to sleep his thoughts once more turned to that strange session he had had with his Gurkha friend. Before I am much older, but how much? Four quite-whats? People I suppose will try and kill me, then, at ten-yearly intervals, three more. It had frightened him. He hadn’t dare tell his parents who, broad-minded thought they were, did not have minds as broad as all that.

  The warning had made him cautions, more so than one of his age normally would be. Ah Fat had not found any esoteric message in hak mui gwai, Chinese, Malay or English. ‘Best to keep it to yourself,’ he had advised. ‘You people have lost so much of what we Orientals still hold as part of our inner life …’ and Jason dropped off.

   

  Sleep also came slowly to Peter Mason: the Rances were an uncommon couple. Obviously devoted but not quite top drawer? He was wonderful at his job and had great empathy with the natives. Her background was highly unusual, almost controversial for an Intelligence operator’s wife. Her father used her to help him run a Punch and Judy show. She was also a trained ventriloquist and had taught her son how to be one. I wonder if he has his own puppet. Better not ask him! Such a versatile lad, what with also being a superb linguist. It’ll be his first visit to England all on his own. I must find out if he has any relatives there. It is a pity I can’t take him back and settle him in … and he fell into a deep sleep.

   

  Jason had drunk three large glasses of ice-cold lime juice after his game of squash so unusually, around two o’clock, he got up to go to the lavatory. It was full moon so there was no need to put on a light. The bathroom had a view over the back garden and on to the golf course. Looking out of the window as he was washing his hands he saw four men climbing through the wire. He stared at them and saw they were moving along a small path towards the two sheds. Thieves! He quickly dressed in slacks and a dark shirt and, putting on his squash shoes, went downstairs. He picked up one of his father’s heavy walking sticks, quietly unlocked the kitchen door and went out to investigate. As he approached his father’s office shed he saw a couple of torches flashing around inside. Father’s office! How had they got in? Forced the lock with a jemmy or something. Seeing they were about to leave carrying something, he slipped round to the back of the sheds and stood in the shadow of a bush ahead of them, waiting for them to go back the same way as they had come. Four men and I’m only one flashed though his mind. They came out into the moonlight. Not Malays or Chinese. Indians, they look like. One of the men carrying a torch flashed it in another’s face and Jason recognised the birthmark on the side of the man’s forehead. That’s Tor Gul, blast his eyes. What the hell’s he doing here? Unused to carrying one, he had, unthinkingly, put the walking stick to one side. With a spurt of rage and a face that could have curdled milk, I’ll tackle the whole lot of them.

  The four of them walked towards him, Tor Gul carrying the box was second in line. Just before the first man reached him Jason dashed out in front and, with an expert rugger tackle, knocked him backwards and, as he fell, he knocked over Tor Gul, causing him to drop the box. ‘Suareñke bachcheñ,’ sons of pigs, Jason unthinkingly damned them with the worst Muslim insult he could think of that he had learnt at school from a Muslim friend as he picked the box up and, using it as a bludgeon, hit one of the third man’s kneecaps hard. With an ear-splittingly loud scream he fell down on top of Tor Gul, pinning him down on the ground. Jason’s impetus carried him into the last man who seemed to be frozen with horror at the unexpected encounter. With the hard edge of his rigid right hand Jason struck him on the brachial plexus nerve bundle at the base of the neck. The man went limp and slumped. So unexpected was the attack the intruders were struck with raw, sickening fear which Jason could actually smell.

  Jason quickly retrieved his father’s stick. Winded, the first man was trying to get his breath back. Tor Gul was trying to get to his feet. The other two were hors de combat. ‘If either of you start to move,’ Jason warned them chillingly in Malay, ‘I’ll savage you both. I have a superb weapon in my hands,’ and he showed them the heavy stick, ‘and I know a trick or two as well.’ He was astonished to see that the man he’d hit on the back of the neck was Rabilal Rai.

  The noise had awoken the rest of the family. Philip and Peter, carrying torches, came out in their dressing gowns to find out what the trouble was. Philip, who, because of his job, was allowed to own a revolver, had brought it with him.‘ Jason, what is this?’ he asked curtly.

  ‘Father, these four were burgling your office and I found them carrying out a box. I took action against them and the box is safe. Here it is.’

  ‘That was good work. Well done indeed. Go and get the keys to the potting shed and find a rope. Peter, take my revolver and cover them until Jason has tied them up. I’ll go and phone for the police.’

  Peter Mason’s torch shone on the captives’ hands as Jason tied them up and sometimes on Jason himself. The captives saw his penetrating, clear blue eyes and hawk-like features which they would never forget. Likewise, they felt they could recognise their assailant’s voice in the future as his words were unusually clipped. For his part, Jason did not pay attention to the facial features of the other two Indians and, come the morning, would have forgotten what they looked like.

  The police soon came to take the dejected and hapless quartet away to put them under lock and key. As they were led past Jason, Tor Gul said, ‘Swear at me like that, would you, you bloodless ape? Next time I won’t fail,’ but as he spoke in Pashto, Jason didn’t understand him. As Rabilal Rai passed, he muttered ‘I’ll get more than even with you yet,’ which Jason did understand. God’s Law for me and Sod’s Law for you if we do, Jason thought to himself. The other two Indians, the cousins, said nothing. As the group got into the police vehicle a hoarse cry came from their leader, ‘Jai Tor Gul’.

  By then it was three o’clock. ‘Time for another couple of hours shut eye,’ Philip prompted. ‘Jason, you for one have certainly earned it. I didn’t know you were so skilled in such a rough house. Where did you learn how?’

  ‘Ah Fat taught me, Father,’ he replied, rubbing a bruise.

   

  Next morning, after having checked Philip’s office and finding no damage had been done, Philip and Peter discussed their final points. Then it was time for Philip to refer to the previous days’ and night’s activities. ‘I don’t at all like the way that Japanese was meeting up with Akbar Khan. There was, on the surface, nothing illegal about it but, even so, I don’t like it one little bit. Give me your views, please.’

  ‘I don’t like it either. As an inspired guess, apart from Japanese Intelligence work, I’d say that the two are hatching some kind of plot with the long-term aim of rendering any future Indian Army unit that is posted to Malaya, Singapore or Hong Kong come to that, so dissatisfied with their colonial British officers, comparatively meagre pay and below-normal standard conditions generally, how best to penetrate them to render them ineffectual in war and, God forbid and Heaven forfend, even to side with any Japanese forces,’ the man from London answered with a rasp in his voice. ‘That’s a terrible scenario, the worst case I can think of and which scares me rigid. Also what I can’t understand is why bother to track us in the first place. They seem suspicious of you but surely not of me and yet I was in Japan those many years back. I can’t see what they thought they’d gain by chasing us. And why did they make for where we went rather than somewhere more obviously suited for us to make for?’

  ‘Initially I also pondered that and I now wonder if they suspected or even knew Ah Hong is related to my Chinese counterpart. But they did not strike an anti-Chinese blow by meaning to attack his son, Ah Fat, Jason’s friend, but an anti-Colonial against me. That’s one possible scenario. It certainly can’t have been against you, surely?’

  Peter thought that over, rubbing his chin as he did, and stated, ‘What they don’t know is that we know we were followed, that we heard what they said to each other and what the Japanese said to Ah Hong and that the Chinese had his face slapped. Can we work on that to our benefit, you, rather, as I won’t be here?’

  ‘In my bones I feel sure that Dame Fortune has given us the advantage, if the old adage “forewarned is forearmed” is true. I can’t yet see how we can use our information …’ He was interrupted by his phone ringing. ‘Rance here.’ He listened intently. The line crackled and the voice was faint. ‘Mr Mason? Yes, he’s here. Hold on a second.’ He handed the phone over to Peter. ‘It’s from Singapore, for you.’

  ‘Mason speaking.’ A clouded look came over his face. That’s a terrible shame. How bad is he?’ He covered the mouthpiece with his hand and turned to Philip. ‘My relief has had a serious motor accident and is critical,’ then back to the phone, ‘Look, keep him under sedation in hospital and I’ll be down tomorrow morning.’ As the person on the other end talked Peter remembered the final thoughts before he went to sleep. Before he rang off, ‘Look, this is probably going to put a few backs up but make a point of going to the Imperial Airways office as soon as we’ve rung off and change the name of my fellow passenger to that of Mr Jason Rance. I’ll fill in all necessary details on arrival tomorrow. Got it? Good,’ and he rang off.

  Philip’s mouth was agape as he heard what was being arranged and, as soon as Peter had hung the speaker on the phone’s column, asked him what that was all about.

  ‘Philip, I’m sorry to take you so much by surprise but I think it is better to get your son out of the country soonest. Also, once he gets to England, he’ll become part of my family and I’ll not only take him to Wellington College and settle him in myself but also a little advanced briefing on the quiet, “no names, no pack drill”, will sharpen him up if ever the balloon really does go up in this part of the world.’

  ‘That’s really decent of you, Peter. As you know the stock market for rubber and tin has not fully recovered after its collapse in the early ’30s but my father-in-law was no slouch with money and I can assure you, you won’t be out of pocket. Now let’s go and tell his mother and the lad as we haven’t got all that much time. If the worst does come to the worst and there is a war with Japan, however unlikely it might seem here and now, your help will never be wasted. And, with him not here, although we’ll miss him dreadfully, as will his friend Ah Fat, he’ll be safely out of the way to escape any repercussions from last night.’

  ‘And you and your missus?’

  Philip grinned. ‘I have ways and means to look after both of us.’

  Next morning whilst under lock and key, the four young captives vowed vengeance on Jason Rance, ‘with that unthinkable abuse which we can never forget, wherever, whenever and however. From what that Japanese Yonai Karechika was talking about there’ll be a war soon and we’ll get a chance. When we meet him we will mount an operation to be known as Operation “Tor Gul”,’ promised the gang leader, ‘and try to kill him.’

  There was a thoughtful silence then one of the cousins said, ‘Much as I’d like to, it will be risky trying to get him again here in Kuala Lumpur and in the future there’s not a chance in many, many millions of meeting him ever again. Can’t you extend our search to any Mat Salleh “wherever, whenever and however” we can wreak vengeance on?’ Mat Salleh, Malay slang for an Englishman, was a legendary Malay who always thought he knew more than he actually did.

  Tor Gul sniffed: he did not like anyone to contradict him but even he saw the logic of that remark. ‘I agree. Let’s swear an oath on that, whether we work as a group or as individuals.’

  There and then swear an oath they did, grimly and evocatively.

  The two Japanese and the Indian were deeply worried by the non-return of Tor Gul and his three supporters. The answer came at eleven o’clock when Akbar Khan was called to the Police Station to claim his son. There he met the fathers of the two cousins. The whole affair was a most distressing loss of face. It took a couple of days for Rabilal’s father to come and fetch his son. As all the boys were juveniles they were not sent to prison but given a strong warning, with the matter being settled by the four fathers paying a hefty fine.

   

  Before they left the house for the station Philip Rance called his son over to him. ‘Son, I want to tell you something which you must keep very, very tightly under your hat, on oath, until you feel you simply have to break it. If you can’t manage that I can’t tell you.’ Jason stared at his father in surprise. ‘Father, when have I …?’

  ‘Never,’ his father broke in. ‘My accounting tax job is a cover for undercover work, secret stuff. Of course you know I speak Chinese fluently and I never let it be known except to my sources. Nor have I ever spoken my faultless Malay in front of you.’

  Jason looked at his father almost pleadingly. ‘Father, on oath’ and they solemnly shook hands.

  ‘Before you go, I will give you a list of the names of the three Indians you so nobly captured. It may turn out useful, it may not, but in my real job there’s no telling what is of no importance now will be of great importance later.’ He handed over a list to Jason. ‘Skim read it and ask questions.’

  Jason read ‘The person named Tor Gul because of a birthmark in that shape on one side of his forehead, has the north Indian’s paler skin with shifty, pale green eyes. He is about five feet ten inches in height. He is clever and crafty, and can be vicious and malignant. He is strong and, if anything, more anti-British than is his father, Akbar Khan of the IIL. There other two are cousins, named Abdul Rahim Khan and Abdul Hamid Khan, both tough and useful with knife and rope. The former has one ear larger than the other, the latter’s Adam’s apple is protrudingly triangular and his feet turn out as he walks.’

  ‘No questions, father. As you put such so much importance on this I’ll keep it safely.’

  Before they loaded what luggage they had into Philip Rance’s car Jason had the good sense to put the fourth man’s details on the same piece of paper, lest he forgot them: Rabilal Rai, a well-built, good-looking youth, tall for his age with a passively set brown face, with a firm chin, strong white teeth and unusually bushy eyebrows. His back is straight and he holds himself well. When he thinks he has been insulted his face becomes a blaze of anger and his temper quickly reaches boiling point. He has a grudge against the British and seems unnaturally politically inspired.

  They drove off to the railway station where Ah Fat, previously warned, came to see his friend off. Jason told him about the attack.‘Watch your back, my friend,’ he warned. Talk was cut off as the guard waved his green flag: the two friends waved and shouted to each other as the train started to move off and his friend answered. Neither boy noticed two slightly older Chinese lads looking first at Ah Fat then at Jason. Both had studied at the same school as had the two friends but had been kicked out for open anti-British behaviour. One of them was later to be a Political Commissar and the other a barman in a nightclub. Both were near enough to hear the boy in the train shout out Ah Fat’s nickname, P’ing Yee, Flat Ears, and Ah Fat to answer with Jason’s, Shandung P’aau, Shandung Cannon. It was to be fifteen years later that Jason’s parting was to be remembered, with gruesome results for Ah Fat.

   

  After Peter Mason, Jason Rance and Yonai Kaechika left, risibly on the same train, life in Kuala Lumpur returned to its peacetime torpidity and an uneasy peace reigned once more … not to be broken for just over three years. The seeds of a return match for Operation Black Rose, having been sown, would take longer to germinate but had started, ever so slowly, to come to fruition, aided by what had been tattooed in Pashto on all four youths’ left shoulder, طورگل. A Malay Special Branch man who knew the script spelt out Toye Wau Ray Gaaf (with a ‘pesh’ on top of it showing that the pronunciation was Goo) Lam, that read ‘tor gul’, recognised it as the name of a gang but, not knowing Pashto, could not translate it, nor could Philip Rance when told about it.
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