THE DI AMOND OF JERU

The Penan people of Borneo say that the forest and the earth wll
provide for you if only you will let them | hadn’'t exactly found that
to be true, but what did I know? | was an Anerican, stopping briefly

in their land and ignorant of their ways.

I was down to ny last few coins when John and Helen Lacklan

arrived in Marudi. I"d come down from Saigon to nake ny fortune but
luck had not been with ne. For over a year 1'd been living like a
beach comer who had accidentally found his way inland. There was a

longing in ne to nmake ny way back honme but no noney to do it wth. I
told nyself it was better to stay where | was and wait for an
opportunity. Around Sarawak, in those days, a white man could go a
| ong way just on confidence and the col our of his skin.

My luck paid off in this way: a friend in the government office
offered to send me some tourists, M. and Ms. John Lacklan. He had
set me up, time and again, with mnor engineering and construction jobs
and was responsible for ny having been able to keep body and soul
together over the last few nonths. The Lacklans were an Anerican
couple, in from Singapore. They were recently married and, nost
i nportantly, they were | ooking for a dianond.

Now they find dianmonds around Bandak, around Kusan, and near
Mat apura, to nane only a few places. They also find sone rare colors

in the Sarawak River. Most so-called “fancy” stones are found in



Borneo, for dianonds conme in a variety of colors, including black. But
after 1ooking over the possibilities they had come up the Baram River
to Marudi or Cdaudtown, as sone called it, and Vandover was going to
send themto me.

It was late in the day and the wind picked up slightly, comng in
over the river to where we sat on his porch near the old fort. “I told
hi m about you,” Vandover poured cold beer into my glass. “He wants to
go up the Baram  You want enough noney to get you home and . . .” he
eyed me nischievously. “l suspect that you wouldn't mind having one
nore go at the river yourself. Al the better if M. Lacklan is
payi ng.”

We toasted ny good fortune and | let the beer slide back down ny
throat. Cold beer had been a rare and precious luxury in nmy world for
too | ong. If everything worked out | would soon be done wth Borneo

and on ny way back . . . back to the land of cold beer.

It was dark by the tine | got hone. | navigated ny way across
the roomto the bed. Wthout lighting a lanmp | undressed and |ay back
under the nosquito netting. Above ny head fireflies cruised |azy
circles against the ceiling, flickering, on . . . off . . . on .

Money to go hone. A buck or two to help get ny feet back under

me at the worst. At the best . . ?

| too had conme to Borneo hunting dianmonds. |f you were lucky you
washed them out of a river just |ike panning for gold. I had found a
fortune of them in a pool just below a dried up waterfall. I had

spent a nonth in the bush digging them fromthe river, but ultinmately,

the river had taken them back



Eager to return with nmy treasure and careless |'d put ny canoe

into a rapid at the wong angle and alnost lost ny life. As it was |

| ost the boat, the dianponds, and nobst of ny Kkit. A famly of Iban
pulled ne from the water and took care of ne until | was on ny feet
agai n. I was seven weeks getting back, nursing broken ribs and a

persi stent fever.

VWat noney | had left had slowy trickled away; paid out to Raj,

ny house boy, and for food, drink, and Quinine. I"ve heard it said
that, in the tropics, you rented your life from the devil nalaria and
Quinine was the collector. After my disaster on the Baram the disease

had becone a nost demandi ng | andl ord.

But now | woul d have another chance. W would go upstream of the
pool where | found ny dianonds, closer to the source, the find would be
better this time and 1'd have Lacklan’s fee even if we didn't |locate a
singl e stone. Wth the good feeling of noney in ny pockets | drifted

off to sl eep.

My place was a deserted bungal ow which |1'd adopted and repaired.
VWhen Lacklan and his wfe appeared, | was seated on the verandah idly
readi ng from Norman Dougl as’ South Wnd.

They turned in the path, and | got to ny feet and wal ked to the

door. “Conme in,” | called out, “it isn't often | have visitors.”

As they cane up on the porch, | noticed that Helen's eyes went at
once to the book | had been reading. She glanced up quickly, and
smled. “lIt’s rather wonderful, isn't it?”

She was tall and lean, with fine thin linbs and dark blue eyes
t hat shown in the shadow of her wide brimed straw hat. She had a face

like that of a mpdel from one of those fashion ads but with nore



character, faint friendly lines around the corners of her eyes and
nmout h, no make up. Her nose was | arge but perfectly shaped and her jaw
betrayed strength, a strength that also was apparent in her body,
beautifully fornmed but built for a life time of swimmng and skiing.
Her skin, where it disappeared under the fabric of her sun dress |ooked

like it was taking on a healthy shade of copper from the equatorial

sun.
She had commented on ny book. “It’s an old friend,” | said,
smling.
Lackl an | ooked from one to the other of wus, irritated. “You're
Kardec?” he denanded. “I"'m John Lackl an.” He was tall and slightly

stooped. A thin blue vein pulsed in one of his tenples as he peered at
nme from behind glasses with round, nearly black, |enses. Vandover had
told ne he was an adm nistrator at one of the big governnent |abs back
in the states. Atom bonbs or sormet hing.

Lackl an pushed ahead, up the stairs. “l understand you're the

authority on dianmonds?” The way he said ‘authority’ indicated that he

doubted it.

“Vell,” | hesitated because | was well aware of all that | didn't
know. “ maybe. WII you sit down? We'll have a drink.”

Raj was already at ny el bow He was a Sea Dyak, not over

sixteen, but his mnd was as quick and intelligent as anyone |’ve ever
encount er ed.

“Scotch,” Helen said, “with soda . . . about half.”

Raj nodded and glanced at Lacklan who waved a careless hand.

“The sane,” he said.
VWen Raj returned with our drinks, Helen sat there sipping hers
and watching ne. From time to tinme, she glanced at her husband and,

al t hough she said nothing, | had an idea that she m ssed not hing.



“You' ve been up the Baram above Long Sali ?” he asked

“Yes,” | saw no reason for explaining just how far | had gone.
Marudi was a rough sixty mles from the nmouth and Long Sali was a
village a hundred and fifteen mles further up river

“Are there dianonds up there? Gem stones?”

“There are,” | agreed, “but they are scattered and hard to find
Most of the stones are alluvial and are washed out of creeks back up
the river. Nobody has ever located their source.”

“But you know where di anbnds can be found, and you can take us to
them W' re not wasting our time?”

In this part of the world | had becone used to the culture of
Chi nese and Malay, Miuslim and British, all of these groups had a sense
of politeness or patience bred into them In conparison the directness

and force of Lacklan's questions was |ike an attack

“You are not wasting your time,” | assured him “I"ve found
di anonds. | can’t promise, but with luck, | can find nore. Whet her
they are bort or gemquality will be anyone’s guess.”

“You speak the | anguage?” he asked.

“l speak narket-place Malay,” | said, “and a scattering of |Iban.
Al so,” | added dryly, “I know that country.”

“Good! Can you take us there?”

“Us?” | asked cautiously. “Your wife, too?”

“She will go where | go.”

“1t’s our project, M. Kardec,” Helen Lacklan said. She
stretched out a long, firmhand to show nme the ring on her finger. An
enpty setting stared up at ne like a blind eye. John gave ne this ring
five years ago. “W’'re going to find the stone together.”

It was a wonderful, romantic, notion but far easier said than

done.



“You know your business best,” | said carefully, “but that’s no
country for a woman. It’s a jungle, it's mserably hot, and there are
natives up there who have never seen a white man, let alone a white
woman. Sone of themcan't be trusted.”

I was thinking of one nefarious old codger in particular.

“W'll be armed.” H s manner was brusque and | could see his
m nd was nmade up. | suddenly had a vision that both anused me and nade
nMe very nervous: John Lacklan as Henry Stanley blasting his way

through the forests of central Africa. H's chin was thrust out in a
way that told me he was primed for an argument . . . | knew to never
cone between a nman and his weapons, especially when he’'s a client. I
turned to her.

“l1 don't want to offend you, Ms. Lacklan, but it is very rough
country, bad enough for nen alone, and with a woman along . . .~ I
could see | was going to have to give her a better argunent. “There
wi Il be snakes and | eeches. I"mnot trying to scare you, it's just a
fact. W'l be on the water and in the water all day, everyday, and
with the humdity we'll never get dry, not until we get back. W'IlIl be
eating nostly fish we catch ourselves and rice. There is the risk of
infection from any cut or scrape and an infection while you're upriver
can kill you.”

She was quiet for a nmoment, “I believe I'lIl be all right,” she
sai d. “I grew up in Louisiana, so the heat and humdity . . . well,
they are only a little bit worse here.” She |aughed and her teeth were
white and perfect. “Really, M. Kardec, |I'mquite strong.”

“l can see that,” | said and then wished |I’'d said nothing at all

Lackl an’s head snapped up and for a nmoment he glared at ne. This

man was deeply jeal ous, though Helen didn't seemthe kind of person who



woul d give himreason. O course, that very fact nade her all the nore
attractive.

She caught his reaction to ne and quickly said, “Perhaps it would
be better if | stayed here, John. M. Kardec is right. I mght nake
trouble for you.”

“Nonsense!” he replied irritably. “lI want you to go.”

H s eyes narrowed as they turned back to me and burned as they
| ooked into m ne. I couldn’t tell if he was disturbed about ny
appreciation of his wife or because |I'd nade her consider not going up
river with himor, and | only thought of this later, because |1'd nade
her consider staying in Marudi where she would be on her own while we
wer e gone.

“W will both go, M. Kardec. Now what will it cost ne and when
can we | eave.”

| explained what they would need in the way of clothing and
canpi ng gear. Warned them against wearing shorts, no reason to nake
life easy for the nosquitoes and | eeches. And then told themmy price.

“l get a thousand, Anerican. The canoes, Raj, and four |ban
crewren, wll run you six-fifty. Kits, food, First-Aid and mning
supplies, maybe another three to three-fifty. Depends on who's palm |
have to grease.”

“Is that the best you can do.” he objected. “You're taking nore

than half for yourself!”

“Look, M. Lacklan, |1’'ve been where you need to go. I"ve found
dianmonds . . . lots of dianmonds. | lost themall but | know where they
wer e. If it was easy, or cheap, |'d be back there working that stream

bed right now instead of trying to make a deal with you.”
I could see sonething behind his gl asses. A cal cul ation taking

place, like in one of the conputers he probably used at work, punch



cards feeding in data, tubes glowing with orange |ight. “All right.”
he said. “But how are we going to split up our take. After all, I'm
payi ng for this expedition. I should get a piece of whatever you dig
out.”

| guess | recoiled a bit. Anyway, Helen |ooked at me in concern
and Lacklan | eaned back in his chair snugly. | hadn’t really given it
much thought. 1'd figured that |I'd take themthere and they’d work the
river in one area and 1'd find somewhere el se. | could see that this

mght to lead to problens, especially once he realized that he could

enlist the boat crews in the digging and panni ng.

“We'l'l split what we find, fifty-fifty” | said. “Wth the best
stone to be for Ms. Lacklan's ring.” He was still gazing a ne, one
eyebrow arched above the round steel rim of his dark gl asses. | gave
in a little nore, “I'lIl give Raj and the boat crews a bonus from ny

share.”

Hel en Lacklan turned to him “That's fair, Darling, don't you
t hi nk?”

“Yes, | suppose it is.”

W settled on a date, ten days fromthen, to |eave. They went to
the door and Helen hesitated there. “Thank you,” she said graciously.
“l enjoyed the drink.”

They wal ked away toward the town.

It’s maybe only once in a lifetime that a man sees such a wonan
and | confess | |ooked after themw th envy for him It nade ny throat
dry out and ny blood throb in my pulses just to | ook at her, and it was
that as nmuch as anything else that nade me worry about taking the job.
A man needed all his attention on such a trip as this . . . and no nan
could remain other than conpletely aware of such a wonan when she was

near him



Not hing noves fast in the tropics, yet despite that | had |ined
up the boats, boatnen and equipnent wthin a week. Raj was
instrumental in bringing everything together as always. Even when |

had no noney he stuck with ne, ‘You nake better job, Boss,’” he d say

when | pushed himto | ook for work el sewhere. ‘W don't work nuch but
we nmeke |ot’s noney!’ I"’m not sure that 1'd have liked the irregular
pay if | had been in his place. But Raj seened to cone alive when

trying to figure out something he’'d never done before and the jobs we
got were always a chall enge of one kind or another

Around Marudi | caught sight of John and Helen once or twice, it
wasn't a big place. He was not one to take his attention from whatever
he was doing to nod or say hello but once or twice I got a smle from
her. Then for several days in a row !l didn't see either of them

The day before we were supposed to |leave | spotted the Lackl ans
coming up the path fromtown. And sonething -- their postures, the way
they wal ked? -- told me the plan had gone w ong.

“Kardec?” There was a bluster in his manner that seened ready to
challenge any response that | might have. “W’ve made other
arrangenents. 1"l pay whatever expenses you've incurred so far.”
Hel en did not neet ny eyes,.

“Cther arrangenents?” The answer was evasive. “You’' ve deci ded
not to go?”

“We’ll be going, but with someone else. How rmuch do | owe you?”

Frankly, it made me angry. The deal had been all set, and now .

| stated ny price and he paid ne. Helen nmerely stood there saying
nothing, yet it seened she was showi ng a resentnment or anger that | had

not seen before.
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“Mnd telling nme how you' re goi ng?”

“Not at all. But it doesn’t really matter, does it?”

Hi s very arrogance and cool ness angered nme, and also to have al
ny excellent planning go for nothing. “I't matters a great deal,” |
told him “There’s one other man that would take you up river who is
trustworthy, a native naned Inghai, and he’'s down with a broken |eg
If you go back in there with another native, you're a fool!”

“You're calling ne a fool?” He turned on ne sharply, his eyes

ugly. For a minute | thought he was going to swing on ne and |I’'d have

wel comed it. |'d have liked nothing so much as to help himlose a few
teeth.

Then | had an awful prenonition. Jeru was up to his old tricks
again. “Look,” | asked, “Is it a native? D d he show you a dianmond?

A big stone? Sonething about twenty karats?”

They were surprised, both of them “And what if he did?”

“You tried to buy it and he wouldn't sell. Am1l right?”
“So what ?”
“I'f I am right then this was the same fellow who guided two

parties up the Baram before, one group from Kuching, one cane over from
Si bu. None of them ever cane back.”

“You're inplying that he had themkilled? For what reasons? For
t he di anonds they found?”

“Di anobnds nean nothing to him | believe he used the one stone
he has to lure them up river so he can mnurder them for their
possessions.”

“Nonsense!”

“He was an old nan, wasn’'t he? Wth a deep scar on his cheek?”

Their expressions cleared. “No,” Lacklan was triunphant. “He

was a youngster. No ol der than your house boy.”
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So they had switched, that was all. The trick was the sane. The
stone was the same. And they were not the first to do it. It had been
done by the Piutes in Colorado, eighty or ninety years ago, with gold
nuggets for bait.

“Have it your own way, Lacklan. It wouldn’t matter if you were
goi ng al one, but you' re taking your wife along.”

Hs face flamed and his eyes grew ugly. “M wife is ny own

concern,” he said, “and none of your affair.”

“You're right, of course, only I'd do a lot of thinking before
I"d let bullheadedness risk ny wife's life. Ri sk your own all you
like.”

“Nonsense! ” Lackl an scoffed. “You're just trying to scare us to
keep our business.”

So they walked away and | could see Helen talking with him as

they went up the road toward town. What ever she said, | heard him

answer angrily.

What the Lacklan’s were getting into had a certain snell to it.
It was the snell of an old reprobate named Jeru who was hi dden out up-
river with a small band of renegades. Jeru was reputedly the last of
the old tine Sea Dyak pirates and the story was that he had fled up
river fromthe Brook militia and was living like a tribal chief with a
group of followers who had been outcasts fromtheir own | onghouses. No
one really knew if this was true but it was known that Jeru had
appeared in the cities along the coast and lured people, wusually
foreigners, into the back country. And once they disappeared they

never returned.
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It had been years since the last tine this had happened and the
story had been spreading that Jeru might be dead . . . nonetheless, it

had me worri ed.

That night there were four of us there on the verandah of the

resident officer’s bungal ow Van apologized for the deal with the
Lacklan’s falling through. “There’s no accounting for people, |
suppose.”

| didn't mention John Lacklan's hair-trigger jealousy and the

fact that I m ght have hel ped arouse it.

“1"ve got another possibility for you though,” he said. “There's
a canal job. It cuts through from one of the creeks about a nile above
t own. Hasn't been used in years but Frears wants it open again. I
told himyou could do it, bossing a native crew. It’lIl pay al nost what
Lacklan would but it will take longer. W' Il get you hone yet.”

“Van,” | said, “1I’'m worried. Their story sounded so fanmiliar.

Renenber Carter? That was two years before ny tine, but he cane down
from Hong Kong on a vacation. He nmet some native down on the coast who
had a big dianond and wouldn’t sell it. The native agreed to show him
where there were nore. He went up river and was never heard of again.”

“A few months later, the sane thing happened to Trondly at
Kuchi ng. There was al so that story about the two who went up country
from Si bu and I gan, and another from Bintulu.”

“That was O d Jeru. Wrd has it he's dead.”

“Maybe. But this sounds |ike the same cone on. And it sounds
like the same di anond. Huge thing, high quality, native won't sell but
he will take themto where he found it. |If it’s not Jeru then it could

be soneone else playing the sane gane. If a native finds a gem stone
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and sells it, he spends the little he got, and that's the end of it.
This way that stone represents a permanent incone. Rifles, amo,
bl ankets, trinkets, food, clothing, tools and trade goods . . . and
every few nonths a new supply.”

“Fantastic idea.” Vandover rubbed his long jaw. “It sounds Iike
that old blighter of a Jeru, or his ghost. Maybe he figured he was
getting too well known to keep doing it hinself.”

“It could be,” Fairchild agreed, “you d better call Kuching on
it. Sounds to ne like a police matter.”

My Scotch tasted good, and the furniture on the verandah was

confortable. Turning the glass in ny fingers, | |ooked over at
Fai rchi | d. “Using your outboard? It is a police matter but | don't
think it can wait. That fathead can fry in his own juice for all |

care, but 1'd not like to see Hel en Lackl an trapped because of him”

“Use it,” Fairchild assented, “if Rector wasn't due in tonorrow

I’d go with you.”

By daylight the native huts, banana and rubber plantations were
behind us. Only Raj acconpanied ne. Although a Sea Dyak of the coast,
his nmother was Penan, one of the forest people. Hi s uncles had
occasionally taken him off on long migrations following the wild sego
harvest and he spoke a nunber of the inland dialects. He knew of old
Jeru well and liked none of what he'd heard. From a blotto, the
hol | omwed out tree trunk that is the native boat, he learned fromthree
natives that the boy and his two white clients were six hours ahead of

us.
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Raj sat up in the bow of the canoe, on the other side of ny
qui ckly | oaded supplies. The strong brown stream was muddy and there
were occasional logs, but this outboard was a good one and we were
nmaki ng better time than Lacklan would be nmaking. | did not attenmpt to
overtake them because | neither wanted themto think me butting in nor
did I want their guide to know | was foll ow ng.

| was carrying a Mauser big game rifle, a beautiful weapon. It
gave ne a conforting feeling to have the gun there as | watched the
boat push its way up the Baram The river trended slightly to the
sout h-sout heast and then took a sharp bend east, flowing down from
among a lot of eight thousand foot peaks. Mostly jungle, yet there
were places where stretches of table |and waved with grass. This was
wild country, rarely visited, and there were small herds of wld pigs,
and a good many buffal o.

We avoided villages as the necessary social activity that would

acconpany our stopping there would slow us down considerably. I made
canp on a small island cut off from shore by a few yards of rushing
wat er . We slung our hanmocks, draped nbsquito netting over them and

slid into our dry clothes to sl eep.

As we pressed on the river narrowed and grew increasingly swft.
W were well into the Kapuas Mountains, the rugged chain that is the
spine of Borneo and terminates in the thirteen thousand foot done of
Ki na Bal u. The air was clear and the heat |ess oppressive at the
i ncreased altitude. At tinmes we pushed through patches of water
flowers niles long and so thick it |ooked |ike we could have gotten out

of the boat and wal ked.
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| put on a bit nore speed for the notor would soon be useless in
the rocks and shallower rapids and | wanted to be able to catch up when
necessary. We ascended cascades, the easier ones with the outboard
howing at full throttle, the nore difficult by shoving and hauling the
boat through torrents of water stream ng between the rocks and over |ow
falls.

I wondered how the Lacklan’s were making out, | couldn’'t really
i magi ne John Lacklan in chest deep water pushing a canoe ahead of him
And, though she might be wlling to try, | couldn't imgine him
allowing Helen to do such a nmenial job. How they were negotiating the
river was a question that worried nme because if neither of the Lackl ans

were doing the physical work then there had to be nore natives hel ping

out besides just the one guide. The crew of the blotto had not
nmentioned the nunmber in the crew and |'d heard no nmention of an
outboard like mne . . . that neant oarsnen and probably two boats to

split the weight of both the nen and supplies into manageabl e anbunts.
So that meant four to eight natives, | hesitated to guess at their
tribe and if they were from Jeru’'s group that was probably a noot
poi nt .

“Raj ?” | called forward, “How many boats do you think they
have?” W were stopped in a shallow sandy part of the stream at the
top of a rocky cascade. | was bailing the water from the canoe and Raj
was carefully wi ping off our equi pnent. W were both soaki ng wet.

“Two, boss.”

“And how many nen on paddl es, four?”

“Six. Two paddle in each boat, one rests.”

| looked up at him narrowy. “How the hell do you know that ?”

“l can see them” He grinned at ne and pointed .
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In the distance, through sone trees and across the river two
boats were turning into the shore. | sloshed around for a better | ook
It was nmid-afternoon and it |ooked |like they were going to canmp. There
were two big dug-outs each with four people in them and as | watched
the men in the bows junped out and dragged the hollowed out |ogs up
onto the shore. In one boat was a slender figure in a wi de straw hat,
that nust be Helen, and in the other sat John Lacklan, wearing a cork
sun hel net. For an instant his glasses flashed in the sun as he rose
fromthe boat.

“We'd better pull out here and canp oursel ves. | don’'t want to
be seen.”

We hauled the boat to shore, built a snoky fire to keep the sand
flies away and as Raj began to nmake canp | took ny field glasses and
crept along the bank to a spot across the river fromthe Lacklan canp.
| slid in behind a deconposing log covered in plates of bracket fungus
and focused ny binoculars on the beach across the river

Two of the tattooed natives were cooking a pot of what had to be
rice and anot her had wal ked upstream and dropped a line into the water,

patiently waiting for a fish to strike. The three others had vani shed

into the forest. Lacklan was sitting on the sand jotting notes in a
book or journal and Helen was tying up their hamobcks. | put down the
gl asses and gl anced around. My spot was back within the treeline and

relatively dry, even so it wouldn't be long before the |eaches got at

ne. The air over the river was thick wth brightly colored
butterflies, some as big as ny hand. They fluttered in and out of
patches of sunlight I|ike continuously falling |eaves. I squinted
through the |enses again. Lackl an | ooked confortable on his snmall

crescent of beach. The fisherman and one of the cooks |ooked to be in

their md thirties, hard capable nen, though snall. Each had a parang
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at his side and near the kit of one of the natives that | assuned had
gone into the jungle was an old single barreled shotgun, it’'s stock
hel d together with copper wre.

The fisherman | ooked up suddenly and the two ot her nenbers of the
boat crews came wandering back into canp. Wth them was a slight
younger nman whose posture was sonehow nore assertive than the ol der
men, tough as they might be. This would be the boy |'d been told
about . He wore a button down shirt that was mssing nost of it’'s
buttons and was tucked into an old pair of dungarees. The clothes were

cast-offs from soneone down in the settlenents but he wore themwth a

certain flair. Unlike the others, he did not have the traditionally
pi erced ears. Over his eyes he had on a set of sunglasses, the type
that aviators tended to wear. The returning nen sat close around the

rice pot and the fisherman returned to his chore.

| was getting set to pull back into the trees and nake mnmy way
back to our camp when | saw Helen walk away from the spit of beach
across the river. She had obviously been waiting for the other men to
cone back, because as soon as they sat down she walked over to the
pl ace where Lacklan was sitting and spoke to him then she picked up a
smal | pack and wal ked away.

She headed down river and in a nonent was out of sight, lost in a

tangle of vines and tree trunks. | slid back a ways then noved through
the forest on ny side of the river, trying to catch up. If she went
too far I was afraid she’d see our canp. Unless the two of them ran
into trouble I was not of a mind to try explaining what | was doing
there to a paranoid little tyrant I|ike John Lacklan. I noved down
stream as quickly as | could wthout being seen. Noi se wasn’'t a

problem here because the river would drown out anything short of a

gunshot .
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| dodged back toward the water and crouched down. | couldn't see
anything. Then, | noticed some novement on the bank up stream of where
I had been | ooking. It was a piece of fabric noving in the breeze.

The kacki blouse that Hel en Lacklan had been wearing hung from a branch
near a cal m backwater. Now, what . . ?

Al arnmed, | al nbst stood up. Then there was a bursting spray of
silver, as Helen’s head appeared above the surface and shook the water
from her hair. She swam for the bank and | would like to say that |
was gentl eman enough to avert ny eyes when she clinbed out but that in
all honesty would not be true.

She funbled with a pile of gray fabric on the sand that | now
realized was the pants that she had been wearing, and then splashed
back into the water with a bar of soap in her hand and began to wash.

The idea of a bath renminded ne that | mght not get one nyself
until | got back to Marudi, unless | could share Hel en Lacklan's soap.
An entertaining but not very realistic thought. Before | was tenpted
to watch when Helen clinbed out again and got dressed, | slipped away

fromthe riverbank and nade ny way back to canp.

The next day, travel was harder. W had to creep our way slowy
up river, cautiously conming around every bend, always alert for the
chance that John Lacklan's canoes had stopped or that there would be a
stretch of river long enough for themto | ook back and see us trailing
them To nmake matters worse, although they were heavily |oaded, there
was an extra man to switch off paddling in each of their boats and in
t he rougher spots all of them including John and Hel en hel ped out. W

had the outboard but | was afraid to start the dammed thing because of

18



19

t he noi se. It had enabled us to catch up but now we nerely had it’'s
weight to contend wth.

Mountains loomed wup around wus and the way was narrower.
Sonewhere, hidden in these peaks, | had heard there were huge caves
W were nearing the place where | had originally found ny dianonds, a
|l ong day or two and we’d be there.

That gave nme an idea. VWhat woul d happen if | dropped into the
Lackl an canp sone afternoon and |let them know ny ol d dianond pl acer was
near by. John would alnobst certainly object but | wondered if he
woul dn’t be tenpted to take a day or two out to see what night be found
there. Wth luck | could derail the whole plan, if there was a plan at
all. | leaned forward to speak to Raj. *“Jeru’s canp, does anyone know

where it is?”

“No. Boss. Very far up river.” He paused for a nonent, “If |
was a crimnal | would not be on river. Police nmans, they do not like
to get out of the boat. They do not like jungle because their rifles

are no good.”

He was right, the limted light, limted range, and plentiful
cover in the forest did reduce the effectiveness of firearns
consi derabl y.

“l have heard on the coast that the pirate Jeru went to a
| onghouse where all nans dead of sickness. He took |onghouse for those
who follow him They are all very bad. They take heads, even now they
t ake heads.”

If Borneo is fanobus for one thing it is it’s native headhunters.
As romantically gruesone as the practice is it has been dramatically
curtailed in recent years, at |east along the coast. In the interior,
the severed heads of tribal enemies are still kept for their nmmgical

power, and a freshly taken head has the nobst power.
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The sun was just touching the rim of the nountains when Lacklan’s
boats tucked into the shore and Raj and | stopped paddling and let the
current carry us back down stream about half a nmile before finding a
pl ace to canp.

As was beconming ny habit | took ny field glasses and started up-
river, out of canp. At the last nonment Raj’'s voice stopped ne for a
monment .

“Boss?” | turned to where he was standing by the fire. “If
there no trouble, we hunt for di anonds, okay?”

“Sure, Raj.” | said. “W’re up here, mght as well.” He was
right. 1'd given up the canal job to cone after the Lacklan's, we were
using up the supplies |I'd bought for them and nothing lucrative awaited
us back in Marudi. On the day after tonorrow | would drop in on ny
favorite tourists if | could get them away from their guides. Then
we'd see if we could dig sone dianonds. | didn't want to return from
this fools errand with nothing. On top of it all | had a sixteen year
ol d Dyak kid who thought | was just enough off ny rocker that he had to

rem nd me occasionally to keep nmy eyes on the target.

The river was wide here and, though | was farther away than the
first tinme | had spied on the Lacklan's, the water was slow enough that
I could hear sone of what was going on in their canp. There was a
clank of pots as one of the older nmen laid out his cooking supplies,
the hard bark of an ax as someone back in the forest chopped wood.

Hel en Lacklan sat in a patch of sunlight reading a book. From

it’s bright red cover and small size | recognized it as a popular
gui debook on Indonesia and Mal aysi a. John Lacklan sat in the boat
cl eaning his gun. It looked from this distance to be a bolt action
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Wnchester, with an ebony cap on the forestock | figured that it was
one of the fancier nodels. From it's long barrel and scope and the

fact that the Lacklans came from New Mexico | assunmed that it was his

prize gun for deer or big horn sheep . . . whichever, it wasn't the
best weapon for the jungle. This was a place where speed and
maneuverability counted nost. As | watched he carefully depressed the

stop and slid the bolt back into the rifle, then pressed five |ong
cartridges back into it’'s nmgazi ne. For the first time | was glad he
was ar med.

He tucked his cleaning supplies into a small pack and then
stal ked over to a nound of supplies and set the rifle dow. He paused
and made a conment to Helen but she barely | ooked up. He stood there,
tension building up in him for a noment but then broke off and went to
the other end of the camp. | realized that | was wtnessing an

argunent or the aftermath of one.

Over the wash of the river, slow and quiet at this point, | heard
a man’s voice raised in anger. Then John Lacklan was standing over
Hel en yelling and gesticulating wldly. Hs thin face was turning a

dark red wunder the fresh burn he’'d been getting and, although |

couldn’t wunderstand the words, his voice was horse. Suddenly, Helen
threw her book at him and |eaped to her feet. The red covered
gui debook bounced off of his shoulder and he backed up a step. She

advanced towards him and it alnobst |ooked like she was daring himto
hit her. They paused and he backed away. In sonme way, she had called
his bluff.

| squirmed back into the shadows of the forest. At the |ast
mnute as | headed back to ny canmp | noticed the flanmboyantly dressed
I ban boy and two of the nmen from the boat crew standing in the tree

shadows across from ne. The older crewnen had averted their gaze wth
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expressions of shock and enbarrassment on their faces; such outbursts
of enotion as they had just w tnessed were not considered at al
acceptable in Ml aya, but the boy studied them carefully and with a

knowi ng smirk from behind his dark gl asses.

I lay in nmy hamock that night wondering what would happen

tonmorrow afternoon when | faced themagain. It was going to be awkward
and | was going to have to act |like there was never any probl em between
us. I didn't know if they would accept the story | was going to nmke

up about deciding to use their supplies to look for dianonds, but it
probably nmade nore sense than what | was actually up to.

Had | really followed them hoping for the worst so that | could
step in and rescue Helen Lacklan and nake her husband |ook the fool
that | took himto be? And if that was true how much of a fool was he?
He had chosen another guide to keep his wife and | apart. I had
t hought the idea anusing at the tine, then I’'d thought it dangerous.
had had one short opportunity to appreciate Helen Lacklan and | doubted
if she had given nmuch thought, if any, to ne. But here | was,
following them through the bush and rapidly developing a case that
woul d do a sophonmore proud on a married woman | hardly knew.  Paranoid

he mi ght be but | was beginning to guess few people called John Lacklan

st upi d.

Vll, | would follow along for one nore day, until we reached ny
old dianond placer, then | would do nmy best to divert them from
what ever this Iban boy had planned. |If they didn't want to follow ne |

woul d | eave themto their destiny.
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For better or for worse, | thought, | was back up river. Even
though it had cost nme all the supplies that Lacklan had paid for,
supplies that | mght have sold, and losing the canal cleaning job,
realized I'd better make the best of it. This was what |1'd wanted all
al ong; another chance at the dianonds. | drifted off to sleep as a
soft rain began tapping at the shelter half strung over ny nosquito

net. Sonehow |'d gotten what |I'd wanted all al ong.

A high pitched crack of thunder brought nme awake just before
dawn. I lay listening, waiting for the echoes to roll back from the
nountains or down the river canyon. Through sone trick of the rain or
the forest vegetation the echo didn't cone. | thought about returning
hone with the noney from a dianmond find in my pocket . . . | thought
about returning hone with enough to explain nmy having disappeared into
the Far East for al nbst two years.

An hour |ater when the gi bbon nonkeys began to noisily greet the
sun, Raj rolled out of his hammock and nmde up sone breakfast. We
didn’t take long to get packed. | walked up the river bank, the water
running slightly higher because of last nights rain, just far enough to
see if the Lacklan’s had left canp yet. Their boats were gone so we
pushed out into the stream and dug our paddles in against the current.

Around us the forest released great plunes of steam as the sun’'s
heat cut into the trees. Trunks, sone two hundred feet tall, |eaned
out over the water leaving only the narrowest slot of sky overhead. In
the jungle itself one rarely could see nore than sixty yards w thout

the view being blocked by the growth. Even the tops of the trees were
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obscured by a much | ower canopy with only the nmassive trunks hinting at
the true size of the forest giants.

We pushed past the Lacklan's canpsite from the night before.
They nust have had an early start because their fire was cold, not even
a thin line of smoke rising from behind the piled up rocks they had
used as a hearth. The shadows between the boles of the trees behind
their canp were black as night, the few penetrating rays of the norning
sun overshooting this area to glance off the enmerald |eaves of the
hi gher forest.

Suddenly, | stopped paddling. The canoe |ost nomentum and Raj
| ooked around qui ckly.

“Boss? Wiat’'s wrong?”

H dden under the trees, deep within the shadows but not quite
deep enough to keep the nmorning light fromrevealing it, was the stern
of a blotto.

“Turn in!'” | conmuanded and we made for the shore.

Leaving Raj to haul our boat out of the water | grabbed up my gun
and splashed up onto the rocky beach. | hit the darkness of the forest
and froze, letting nmy eyes adjust.

The two dug-outs rested in narrow |anes between the trees, back
al ong the shore were drag marks from where they had been pulled out of
the water and across the nmud flat to the jungle. Everything, supplies,
nm ni ng equi pnent, canping gear, everything but the paddl es were gone!

Coul d they have headed away from the river to a legitimte place
to placer for dianmonds? Had they hidden the canoes or just pulled them
away from the rising waters of the river? | walked back out to their
canp site.

The fire was dead and there was no sign it had been doused with

water. They had not had breakfast.
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Then | saw it. Shining brightly in a patch of sunlight; the
answer to ny questions . . . the worst answer to ny questions. A |long
thin cylinder of brass. | picked it up and turned it over. It was
st anped . 30-06. The enpty cartridge casing snelled powerfully of
gunpowder even in this danpness. It had not been thunder | had heard
just before dawn. It had been John Lacklan's rifle!

I had tracked animals while hunting in Arizona and Nevada but
followng a trail in the jungles of Borneo was a different experience
al t oget her. Luckily, the Lacklan’s and their captors had left canp
after the rain stopped and they were not trying to hide their trail.
The fact that there were ten of them heavily laden with the goods from
t he canoes hel ped al so.

Raj and | were burdened only with water, |ight packs, our parangs
-- Raj’s being nore along the Iines of a traditional headhunting sword,
thus larger than mine -- and ny rifle.

They left occasional slip marks in the nud, breaks or nachete
cuts on protruding branches and vines. The trail was not hard to
follow. But another problem soon becane apparent.

Away from the river we found ourselves clinbing a tall ridge cut
by many small streans. The trail then followed the top of the ridge as
it switchbacked al ong between the Baram river on one side and a deeply
cut canyon on the other. Visibility was so limted and the |andscape
so broken that although | could easily follow the trail or backtrack ny
own path | had no idea which direction was north, south, east or west.
| could barely tell which way was up or down river unless | could see
the water close up and by now we were hundreds of feet above the banks.

To make matters worst it was dark, dark as deep twilight, and the
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hum dity had increased trenendously. I was overheated, slick wth
sweat, and making far too nuch noise as | pushed along the trail.

Raj was doing better than I and it wasn't only because of his
youth. Although he had lived his life in Marudi he often went with his
uncles to the forest and had some of the natural ease of the jungle
peopl es. He seened to be able to naturally place his feet in the nost
solid spots whether we were clinbing over rocks covered with wet npss
or skirting a deep bog of |eaf nold. | dropped our pace to the point
where | could follow him nore exactly and, in relative silence, we
pressed on.

By noon we seened no closer to our quarry and | was down to the
last of ny canteen. W stopped by a brook that cascaded down the dim
nount ai nsi de and had sone dried pork while | boiled water on a tiny gas
stove | had bought for the Lacklan’s. | didn't always purify ny water
when | was in the bush but this would be a disastrous time to get sick
so we waited while the stove hissed and the pot finally boiled. Raj
harvested a vine growing nearby and after pounding it with a rock he
nade a paste that we rubbed on our |egs. “Kulit elang,” he said.

“WIIl help a couple hours, Leeches don't like.” W pressed on.

The dim light under the tree canopy was fading and the black
cicadas had started their rasping, throbbing, chorus when we reached
what seened to be our destination. W were on another river, much
smal ler than the Baram and tucked back in the trees at the edge of a
gravel bank was a decrepit |onghouse. Dug-outs were pulled up on the

bank and all around the main dwelling stretched a wastel and of squal or
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such as | had only seen in the native villages that had becone ghettos
because of their closeness to the |arge coastal cities.

The last of the sunlight was striking the overgrown slopes of the
nearby nountains and the river valley was in shadow but | could barely
make out overgrown fields and collapsed farm huts behind the ring of
trash that had been ejected over the years fromthe |onghouse. In nost
cases a Dyak longhouse is a fascinating structure; They are built up,
off the ground and out of the flood plains on stilts, sonetines as nuch
as twenty feet high. The interior of the building is twenty feet from
floor to ceiling and often over one hundred feet |ong. It’s roof and
sides are made of a kind of native thatch or sheathed in tin, where
avai | abl e. Al t hough surrounded by farming huts and storehouses it is
the comunal dwelling for the entire village.

This |onghouse was one of the snaller ones and obviously very
old. One corner was drooping dangerously on poorly repaired stilts and
in this and other areas the verandah had all but given way. Across the
di stance | could hear harsh laughter and a slight strain of sapeh nusic
on the wind, lights could be seen coming on through the doors and
breaks in the walls.

Raj edged closer, he seemed junpy, his fingers toyed with the
hilt of his parang.

“You were right, Boss.” He whi spered, although we were a good
half mle away. “This is the |onghouse of Tuan Jeru.”

I was surprised by his use of word Tuan which indicates respect
and by his nervous whisper. | had seen Raj stand calmy by and thrust
the sane parang he was now nervously tapping deep into the side of a
boar that attacked one of our workmen on a construction job. He had

then pivoted |like a nmatador and finished the enornous aninal off when
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it turned to attack him instead. He had been barely fifteen at the
tinme.

“Are you afraid of going in there? Tell nme why?” I wasn’t
feeling too good about it mnmyself but | figured |I better know as nuch as
possi bl e.

Raj’s chin cane up and the dying light in the sky glinted in his
eyes. “lI amnot afraid of any man!” he stated flatly. *“But it is said
that Tuan Jeru is a bali saleng, a black ghost, that he has killed nany
mans and taken their blood to bless the buildings of the English and
Dutch and now for the oil conpanies.”

“Do you believe that?” | dermanded. “You've worked with nme on
many buil dings. Have you ever seen a foreigner take the time to make a
sacrifice of blood or anything el se?”

| wasn't sure that this was really the right argument to use and
| actually had a fair anpbunt of respect for the beliefs of Raj and his
people but if he went in there scared, witch doctor or not, Jeru would
t ake advantage of the situation.

“How many do you think are down there?”
“If the stories are true, twenty man, maybe ten womans, maybe
nore.”

“What else do the stories say?” | asked.

“The mans of Tuan Jeru are sakit bati, they are killers and
rapists from the oil canps and towns on the coast. No village would
have them They are collectors of blood and they take heads to nake
magi c.”

“Do you want to stay here, guard our backs?” | gave him a chance
to get out with honor.

“I will go with you, Boss.” The boy said.
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“Good. Now, what do you think is going on down there?”

“l1 think they have big Arak party. Everyone get very drunk.
They have all new trade goods, shotgun shell, fancy rifle. | think we
wait.”

“What about the Lacklan’s? WII they be all right?”

Raj paused, he wanted to tell ne what | wanted to hear but he
knew | would press himfor the truth. “I don't know, Boss.” He said
“l1 think nmaybe they cut off mans head. The woman, | don’'t know .

These people, they not |ban, not Kayan, not Kelabit,” he named off the
three major tribal groups, “they something different now . . . outlaws,
you know. | bet they get drunk |like Iban though, you'll see.”

| hoped so, because outlaws or not | was betting that just like a
normal village they had plenty of dogs and roosters. The typical
| onghouse celebration in Sarawak was a roaring drunk and | hoped that
was what they were building up to because otherwi se we weren't going to
get in there without raising an alarm

| wanted to be ready when the monent cane, so we noved in closer,
carefully waded across the stream and circled away down wi nd of the
skel etal silhouette of the |onghouse. W settled down just inside the
secondary tree line and waited to see what would happen. The noi se

frominside was getting louder and | was sure that Raj had been right

about them working thenmselves up to an all night drunk. | just wasn't
sure what was going to happen to John and Helen . . . or when

They might be dead already and | couldn't wait nmuch |onger
without trying to find out. | decided to split the difference; wait
another half hour but if | heard a conmption I'd go in with the rifle
and hope for the best. If there were twenty nmen in the |onghouse at

| east five would have the cheap single shot shotguns that were common

in the back country of Borneo. Soneone in there had possession of
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Lacklan’s deer rifle and certainly there would be a full conplenent of
spears, blowpi pes and machetes. M/ only hope was to get in and get as
many of them covered as possible before anyone thought to grab a
weapon. It wasn’'t nmuch of a plan; get in fast, get out fast and put ny
confidence in the |ocal arak’s potency.

Now, in my experience, arak has the punch of the best (or worst,
depending on your expectations) nmoonshine. It seemed to have the
chemical properties of torpedo fuel or the infanmpbus “Indian whiskey”
that was nmade in the old days in Cklahoma. One shot would nmeke you
stagger, a couple nore would make you stupid. | mbi bi ng further could
| eave one blind or even dead. Waiting for a level of intoxication that
woul d give nme an edge was a risky business.

About an hour later two nmen staggered out on the verandah and
hung over the railing. They alternated between what sounded Iike
telling jokes and |aughing hysterically with being violently ill.
After three or four rounds of this odd conbination of social
interaction they parted, one going back into the Iight and noise of the

| onghouse, the other slunped, snoring against the railing. The sound

of the crowd inside had taken on a harsher tone and | figured I'd
better nove in before something bad happened . . . if it hadn't
al r eady.

Touching Raj on the shoulder | slipped past him and made ny way
down towards the river. W crept in past the outer circle of trash and
one of ny worst fears cane suddenly true.

Three dogs rushed us out of the darkness under the |onghouse.
Barking and snarling they rushed through the noonlight 1Iike dark
mssiles, lowto the ground . . . missiles with pale flashing teeth.

| took a swipe at the first with nmy rifle butt and connected

heavi l y. It backed off yel ping. Raj noved quickly, snatching up the
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smal l est of them by grabbing a fist of flesh on either side of the
dog’s neck just below the ears. He spun in a tight circle with the
frantic beast snapping in his outstretched arms and let go, hurling the
dog out into the river. | clubbed with ny rifle again and, drawing his
parang, Raj swatted an animal with the flat of the blade. The two
remai ni ng dogs backed up, growing but no longer willing to attack. I
was just beginning to curse our luck and wonder if we should either
hi de or charge the ladder to the |onghouse when a door above us slamed
open and a nman staggered out onto the verandah and called out into the
ni ght in what sounded |ike | ban.

Instantly Raj answered in a angry, adult tone |I’'d never heard him
use before. The man above us muttered sonething and then whistled
sharply and called out sone kind of command. W stood frozen in the

dar kness as he wandered back inside and cl osed the door.

Raj heaved a sigh of relief and | turned to peer into the
dar kness where he was standing. “What, in the nane of God, was that
all about?” | demanded.

He | aughed, a giddy, sem -hysterical cackle. “I told himto call

of f his damm dogs!”

W were a noment getting our w nd back then we worked our way
under the |onghouse and edged toward the back where, because of the

slope of the gravel, the stilts were not so |ong. The ground beneath

the building stank from garbage and worse. Above us feet tranped
rhythmcally on the ancient plank floor and shrill voices cried out.
Towards the back the floor was |ow over our heads and then | was
boosting Raj onto the verandah, and swinging up nyself. Movi ng
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carefully on the weathered boards we eased up to a crack in the wall
and peered in.

The light was probably dim but, with our pupils dilated by hours

in the darkness it was blinding. Raj backed up for a nonent and |
bl i nked and squi nt ed. In the center of a seated group a dancer |eaped
and whirled, his noves theatrically depicting . . . sonething, |
couldn’t tell what. There were nen and wonen in the room but fewer
worren than | had thought. Bottles, nostly old beer and wne, were
| ayi ng about. Sone were obviously enpty others still in use. I knew

from past experience that they no longer held beer or wne; they had
been filled and refilled tinme and again with arak.

The dancer disappeared from view and anot her took his place. He
was a thin old man but he nobved with an energy that, while not
yout hful, was surprisingly vigorous. He whirled and stonped, spinning
a parang over his head with a glittering flash of steel. | suddenly
saw that the dark area that | had noticed on one side of his face was
not a shadow or a tattoo but a deep and tw sted mass of scar tissue.
He mined clinbing onto sonmething higher than hinself, sonething that
noved unsteadily. He fought, he carried sonething away. He was raiding
a ship or a boat . . . this nmust be Jeru! Not only was he here, stil
alive after all these years, but he was telling his story in a dance.

| bent to Raj’s ear. “ls that hin®”

The boy nodded, his body alive with fear and excitenent.

“You watch our backs,” | told him | didn’t want him working up
a scare by watching this man that he believed to be a witch and |
didn’t want both of us to be night blind.

VWhen | turned back to the crack Jeru was hacking his way through
the forest and then sonmething . . . he mnmed nen nmarching and everyone

| aughed. He was showi ng them he’d been chased by soldiers, paddled up
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a river, cut off nmen’s heads with his parang. He stepped out of sight
for a noment and came back with a long Japanese mlitary rifle. He

shook it in the air and then after handing it to someone, mmnmed cutting

off what | surmised to be the Japanese soldier’s head. He pointed to
the roof with a harsh cry and, crouching, | could see a cluster of dark
spheres hanging from the rafters. Severed heads. No doubt the

unfortunate Jap was one of them
The story continued with Jeru finding sonething in a stream He

held the inaginary sonething up to the light, turning it this way and

that. He reached for his neck and pulled a |leather strap off, over his
head. In a setting or basket of |eather there gl eaned a stone.

This was it. The huge dianpond that he had used for nmany years to
lure nmen up river, never to return. A di anond of fabulous size and
quality, so the story went, fromwhere | was all | could tell was that
it was large and wrapped in braided strings of |eather. It gl owed

rather than flashed, for this was a raw stone with none of the facets
of a cut one, but there was a white fire hiding deep within it.

The old man took on a posture of humlity, he noved stiffly,
portraying a sense of age that obviously was not his natural state.
Again, he got a |augh. He was showing the stone to soneone, offering
it, walking away as if disinterested, then | eading themon. He took an
old stove-in pith helmet fromthe place it hung on the wall and wore it
for a nonment as he paddled an inmginary boat. Then he was hinself
again and beating his conmpanion to the ground he drew his parang and
cut off the man’s head.

The audi ence was silent now and a sense of tension penetrated the
wal |l and clutched at ny heart. Even Raj, eyes turned to the night,

could feel it and he noved closer to ne, his hand on his knife.
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John Lacklan staggered into view, pushed along by the rough
shoves of the boy who had been his guide. H s hands were tied, his
clothing torn, his body scratched and bruised. How badly he had been
treated | didn't know, the trip through the jungle m ght have left him
in the condition that he was in. | adnmired himin that noment, though
for he held his head high, in his eyes was the hollow | ook of fear but
he didn't beg, or cry, or even trenble. He was keeping hinself
toget her although I thought | could tell that it was a near thing.

Wthout |ooking away | ran a shell into the chanber of ny rifle
and set the safety. I wasn't at all sure about ny original plan of
barging in and spiriting them away, there were easily as many shotguns
in the room as | had expected plus the Japanese rifle and the boy
carried Lacklan's Wnchester over his shoul der. Not only were there
nmore guns than | would have liked in the room but several were cradled
in the hands of Jeru s outlaws, held causally but ready for use

The boy stepped in behind Lacklan and kicked the back of his left
knee, knocking himto a kneeling position. Lacklan started to get back
up but the boy unlinbered the rifle and poked him hard him in the
kidney with the nuzzle. John Lacklan gave a choking cough of pain and
col l apsed back to the floor. AOd Jeru whirled his parang and then
tested the edge agai nst his thunb.

“Find ne a door!” | whispered to Raj. “Damm quick!”

Now there was a commotion sonewhere in the room  “Cet off nel”
| heard Helen call out. Then she lurched into view, a portly Iban
trying to drag her down by one arm She shook him off, he was
surprised, | think, by that sanme physicality that had caught ny

attention. She was bigger than he was and lithely powerful.
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“Stop it! You stop this!” she yelled at them Raj was back
tuggi ng at ny sleeve but the boy, sunglasses pushed up on his forehead,
stepped in quickly and pressed the rifle barrel against Helen s throat

even if John Lacklan got his head cut off | wasn't going in there
if it risked Helen's getting killed.

The boy yelled at her in Iban then in English. “Sit, Mssey.
You sit or | kill vyou.” He jabbed at her with the gun barrel.
“Everybody die, you don’t sit down.”

She didn't even nove.

“You can’t kill him Take our things, our noney. You can’t kill
him” She cri ed.

“We’'re Americans, dam it. Let us go or you'll regret this.”
John’ s voi ce waver ed.

In my travels around the world I've noticed that identifying
yourself as an Anerican never helps, it just nmakes the locals get
vi ol ent or want nore noney.

The boy shrugged, “We kill Englang, Dutch . . . America, who
cares.” He suddenly spoke in his own tongue for a nonent and everyone
| aughed. dd Jeru the hardest.

“You don’t want John’s head.” Hel en spoke in a manner that |et
nme know she wanted all to hear. “I know that Dyak tribesnen only take
the heads of powerful enemes, of warriors. The head of a strong man
is magic but a weak man . . .a weak nman is nothing. M husband is not
a warrior, he’'s not even a strong nan. Did he walk here? No. You had
to carry himover the last hill . . .”

“Be quiet, Helen!” John hissed. “Don't nake this any worse than
it is.”

But she ignored him “He’s a schol ar. What are you going to

say? There are the heads of the Japanese soldiers, we fought their
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machi ne-guns with knives but we won. There is the head of the nman who
read books, aren’t we brave!”

The boy turned to Jeru and they spoke quietly for a nonent.
Qhers in the crowd seened a bit nervous. The bottles started being
passed around again but with them there started a low nutter of
conversation. .

Jeru spoke and the boy turned to Helen with a smirk. he spoke in
Iban to the crowd and there was scattered |aughter but it sounded
forced. He said to her, “W cut off head; see what happens. No nmagic
we throw out!”

“No!” she cried and started to say sonething else but John

bel | oned at her.

“Hel en, shut up! Just shut up!” He was alnobst crying in fear or
frustration. He lurched to his feet and the boy smashed the butt of
the rifle into the pit of his stomach. | was ready to nove and Raj was

even tugging ne toward the door when Helen threw herself on the boy.
Jeru knocked her to the floor but John charged him Wth his hands
tied all he could have done would have been to knock Jeru down but the
old man deftly rapped John Lacklan on the head with the butt of his
parang and Lackl an went to the floor, out cold.

Jeru hawked and spat. Then with a further grow of disgust he
dragged Lacklan into a corner and dropped him He notioned to the boy
and the young man |lead the quietly sobbing Helen to the sane spot then
they both stepped forward to the seated group and took up arak bottles.

| got the feeling that there had been a reprieve of sorts and |I'd
better make the best of it. Pulling nyself away from the scene beyond
the crack in the wall | let ny eyes readjust to the darkness. Wen ny
vision started to conme back | notioned Raj ahead of nme, “Let’s get on

t he ground, we’ve got to get to work.”
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We dropped down under the |onghouse and | nmade ny way back to the
spot where the broken floor sagged toward the nmnud. Thi s whol e corner
of the building was ready to collapse and | figured that it would be
unli kely that anyone would be using it for anything. | shrugged out of
ny pack and dug out ny nountaineer stove. | punped up the pressure and
fired it. Using the light fromthe flane | found a place where severa
broken logs and a piece of the attap thatch wall all lay together. I
wedged the stove into the broken wood just under the thatch and let the
plume of fire bite into the thatch

| grabbed Raj and lead him back to the spot where we had clinbed
onto the | onghouse verandah

“You stay here. When | cone back |I'mgoing to be coning fast, if
anyone needs help getting off the porch you help. If you run into any
of Jeru’s people .

“l know what to do, Boss.” He tapped the hilt of his Parang.

“Ri ght. If I’"’mnot with you go straight up the hill and follow
the crest east, Ckay?”

| pulled nyself up onto the aging boards again and, careful to
wal k along a cross piece so as to make less noise, | slid up to the

wal | and took a fast glance through the crack. Heavily tattooed bodies

noved back and forth, nonentarily obscuring ny vision. Not hi ng nuch
was going on but nore people were up and around. Vell, that couldn't
be hel ped.

I noved along the wall to the door that Raj had found. I
breat hed deep and waited for the fire to catch. Suddenly there was an
excited burst of Iban from inside the building, the sound of running
feet and a breaking bottle. It was only then that | snelled snoke
There was a rush of feet and a door in the front of the place crashed

open. I couldn’'t see what was happening but | figured soneone was
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going for water. I didn't nove until | heard the crash of the floor

gi vi ng way.

I hit the door and cane into the big room with the Muser up,
sling around nmy left arm The long roomwas filled with snoke and the
back, where | had started the fire was listing. Flames were beginning
to take the roof. An older man stood right in front of nme with a
bottle in his hand, he seened to be standing back benused while the
main crowd noved towards the blaze. | dropped the rifle from ny
shoul der and clipped himon the side of the head as | went past.

A woman tore by ne and in the confusion didn't even seem to
notice that | was there. Soneone seened to have fallen through the
burning floor and that was fine with ne. | dropped beside the
Lackl an’s pulling nmy knife.

Lacklan twisted around in panic and kicked at ne with both feet
as | reached for his arms. Helen got it first.

“John stop! It’'s help.”

| grabbed one of the kicking feet and cut off the ropes that
bound them when they had tied his feet | didn't know. She extended
her hands to nme and | quickly swi ped the blade between them catching
t he bindings by Iuck. Then there was the roar of an explosion and a
scattering of bird shot tore into ny boot and ankle like a swarm of
angry bees. | dropped the knife and turned bringing the rifle up.

A short, tattooed native struggled to reload his crude shotgun.
O hers stood behind him frozen, but they were all |ooking at ne.
Suddenly one of the men in back came up with the Japanese rifle, |

didn’t even know | had himin ny sights until | squeezed the trigger.
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The concussion in the Iong room was even | ouder than the shotgun.
The rifleman went down and all hell broke Ioose. Men and wonen
scattered, two shotguns belched fire in the light of the roaring flanes
throwi ng huge plunmes of white snoke. I wasn't hit but burning paper
and powder smoldered in ny clothes. | put three shots into the crowd
as fast as | could work the bolt and then |I was pushing Lacklan toward
the door and praying that Helen was follow ng. In my last look the
room was an inferno of flanme, burning thatch falling fromthe ceiling.
Around the cluster of heads hanging from the rafters wasps swarned in
panic, driven fromtheir nests in the enpty eyes and nouths by the heat
and snoke.

We crashed out into the fire-streaked night. Lackl an stunbl ed
and a man dropped a bucket of water and cane at me with a knife. I
deflected it with ny rifle barrel and kicked him hard on the hip. He
fell and | gave him another in the face. The gun was enpty and | had
no time to rel oad.

| pulled Helen past ne, pointed to the end of the verandah and
yelled, “Go! Find Raj!”

| turned, knowing that to run at that nonent would be the end of
me. Three nen rushed forward in the shifting light and | went to neet
them | clubbed and punched and kicked and bit. One cut nme across the
back. Then | was on the wooden floor slamring ny knee into his
m dsection. M rifle flopped uselessly, it’'s sling still entwined with
ny arm

There was a flare of light and an expl osion of wood. One of ny
attackers threw hinself off of nme and there was Jeru, standing over ne
hol ding a pistol so ancient it nust have cone to Sarawak with the first
white rajah. I twisted sharply, Jeru fired again, mssing. He

struggled to cock the enornmous relic, twisting the cylinder by hand. |
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scranbl ed sideways, put a knee into soneone’s stomach, suddenly, | was
fighting with one of the men who attacked ne again. W struggl ed,
turned, and then hit the railing of the verandah. Wth a splintering

crash at least twenty feet of it let go and we were falling.

In md air | pushed away from the man | was fighting, hit the
ground and roll ed. My rifle, still bound to nmy arm by a twist of the
sling, rapped me on the back of the head. My vision went gray but |

heard Jeru’'s gun bellow and the hard bite of black powder hit ny
nostrils. He was |eaning over the railing peering into the darkness,
the torn side of his face a dark knot of rage. | grabbed ny rifle and
ran underneath the burning | onghouse.

Flames |icked along the floor above ne. The structure groaned as
wal I's twi sted and buckled. In back, the corner where | had started the
fire was dark. Soneone had managed to put out the flames, a futile
gesture for the fire had spread to the rest of the building.

I nade it to the darkness and | ooked back. The dim forms of
Jeru’s nmen began to appear in the fire light. Some ran off toward the
river, probably for nore water, but four or five of them started

forward under the building, com ng after ne.

I"d had just about enough. | snapped four fresh cartridges into
the Mauser and dropped a fifth into the chanber. | backed up further
into the darkness and brought the rifle up. | took aim at the first
man, then shifted to one of the pilings beside him | fired and

splinters flew They dropped to the ground but then cane on, wormng
their way forward through the debris under the |onghouse. The first
had a shotgun and the second man carried a |ong blow pipe with a spear
bl ade bound to one end. | squinted, fired, and the heavy bullet took

the blowpipe man in the top of the shoulder as | had intended then
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burned the back of his calf. He screanmed, and | ran, blindly, up hill

into the jungle.

| nearly took a header into some kind of hole, |eaves whipped ny

face, and | slowed down. | cursed nyself for not killing both of the
men |'d shot at under the |onghouse. | had a total of nine bullets
left, three in the gun and six jingling in my pocket, | couldn't afford

to waste them

| had to find Raj and the Lacklan's. If they hadn’t nade it out
I"d have to go back . . . | wasn't |ooking forward to suicide.

| cut left along the hillside, heading in the direction they
woul d have taken if they had gone straight up the hill. | stopped to
catch ny breath and found | couldn't keep ny knees from shaking. I
squatted down, sucking in the thick air, and felt the prickles of
adrenal ine recede fromny |inbs. I had shot a man. Several actually,

but one of them | had killed for sure. Unbi dden, a phrase that ny

father had used came to nmind, ‘if you fool around with a band-wagon,
you're liable to get hit with a horn.’ It wasn't as anusing as it had
been but | was realizing that it didn't only apply to ne getting into

this situation, it applied to those poor chaps |I’'d shot, too.

Those nmen down there had lived as traditional |ban and Kayan or
what ever. Sone, perhaps many, had traveled to the cities and oil
fields to try a different kind of life. But sonewhere, sonething had
gone w ong. Instead of staying on to collect their paychecks, instead
of returning honme to farm and fish, they had cone here. In a country
that was virtually with out violent crime they joined with a man who

nmade a living robbing tourists and dianond hunters. A man who was
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continuing to take heads not of his enemies in war, a practice, if not
what | would call civilized, then at |east honored by Iban tradition

Hel en had thought quickly back there. She’ d confronted that old
witch doctor with his own hypocrisy, given other circunmstances it m ght
have been funny. It was sonething el se too, though. Some of those nen
in there had believed in what she’'d said. There was nmagic in the head
of a brave eneny. To take a man’s head was, in a strange way, actually
an honor. If you had a vision of yourself as a warrior you didn't kil
tourists. Helen mght have planted a seed of doubt in a few of the nen
down there. Either old Jeru mght have fewer followers cone norning or
they’'d all be conming after me, the nore honorabl e eneny.

| started up the hill again, going slowy in order to make as
little noise as possible. In the dark phosphorescent nushroons gl owed
dinmy. The sounds of insects and animals filled the night, covering
the noises that | made but al so covering the sounds of anyone who night
be following ne. It felt like hours since Raj and | had the fight with
the dogs but | could still occasionally see the mpon through gaps in
the trees; | didn't know what tinme it was but it had been headed down
as we approached the |onghouse. H gher and higher | clinbed, pulling
nyself along wusing the trunks of the smaller trees and rocks and
handful s of undergrow h. | was exhausted, nmy legs were shot, and ny
arns and |l ower | egs were covered with | eaches.

Finally | reached the bare crest of the ridge and |ooked out
across a vast panorama, dimy lit by the setting noon. I turned east
and started clinmbi ng again.

When the |andscape was left in blackness, when the |ast of the

silver light had faded fromthe sky, | rested. | carefully cleaned the
| eeches off by feel. One leg was puckered with bird shot but nost of
it had not penetrated my boot. | stopped nyself from touching it. I
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knew Borneo, it was going to get infected and the less | scared nyself
the better. I got up and pressed on and it was only a few hundred
yards further when | heard voi ces ahead.

It was Raj and the Lacklan’s, and they had collapsed at the foot
of a rock outcropping, half dead from exhaustion. “Raj?” | called out;
| didn’t want himtaking a swipe at ne in the dark

“Boss?”

“Yeah. Hold on I'Il be over there in a mnute.” | picked ny way

across the rocks toward them

It was a subdued reunion. W were all dead tired from running
and clinbing over a thousand feet of nountain. |’mnot sure that Helen
and John had realized what was going on yet. They were just happy to
be away from Jeru’ s | onghouse and all in one piece.

Not long after | got ny breath back, | began to notice that it
was col d. Now, there's not too many places on the island of Borneo

where you could say that but we were well over eight thousand feet and
we were all dressed for the heat. To nmake things worse we were al

worn out and the clouds were beginning to pile up against the nountain
range, | could feel the noisture on ny cheek and |ips and when | | ooked
up the stars were dimer. Raj’'s teeth were chattering and the
Lackl an’s were huddl ed together strangely, Helen was curled up close to

hi m but John was positioned alnost as if he was trying to pretend she

wasn't there. Well, whatever they were going through was their
problem | was worried about the cold.

“Let’s get wup,” | told them “W're going to go on a bit
farther.”

They | ooked at ne unconprehendingly, but Raj stunbled to his feet
and picked up our packs, he had brought mne along from the |onghouse

sonehow.
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“M. Kardec?” Helen was sitting up, “I don’t know if ny husband
can . . . he hurt his leg before we got to that village.”
“Let ne see it.” | said. “W have to go on. W need sone

shelter or at least a fire and sone food.”

Lacklan pulled away from ne as | squatted down beside him “I
can nake it. | don’t need help.” Then he said, “lI don't need your
hel p.”

We held to the ridge and we kept clinbing. | needed sone place

to canp and this was probably not the place to find it but the slopes
on either side of us were too steep to negotiate in the dark
especially given our condition. | was beat, every nuscle hurt and ny
body begged to stop noving. John had turned his ankle and could wal k
only with difficulty but he and Helen were managing the altitude the
best, after all, they lived near Santa Fe, over a mle above sea |evel
Raj was cold and sonething else was bothering him but he wasn’t ready
to talk about it. He hel ped John Lacklan along and kept his nmouth
shut .

Sonet hi ng was goi ng on between John and Helen; she had tried to
help himat first but he was having none of that. Finally, she gave up
and he was on his own for awhile but then, because he was stunbling
badly Raj offered to help and he’'d accepted. Helen came up to ne in
the dark, she took my hand and pressed the haft of ny knife into it. |
returned it to it’s sheath.

“Thank you,” she said. After that she walked with ne nore and

nmore and, while |I liked that in some ways, it disturbed nme too.
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During a pause to rest | got Raj aside and questioned himon what
went on before | joined them “Nothing,” he said. “They just act like
they having big fight but they don't fight, they don't talk.”

“Did they ask what we were doing here?”

He | aughed softly. “Ch, yes. | tell them that you cone to save
themfromthe bali saleng.”

For a Dyak, a people who tend to tell you only what you want to
hear, Raj is sonetines too straight forward.

W cane to the rocky upthrust of another peak, it’'s blackness
vaguely defined in the starlight, but there was shelter here, a bow of

rocks and within it, the black nmouth of a cave. From the sounds in the

jungle below I could tell it was still a couple of hours until dawn.
Huddl ed just inside the entrance we rested and | enptied ny rucksack
onto a rock. | used sonme peroxide on ny |leg and poured sone across the

cut in ny back, then got up. Wth the enpty bag | headed back into the

ni ght.
“M. Kardec, where are you goi ng?” Helen's voice spoke out of the
dar kness.
“To find sonme fuel, I'Il have to go down into the forest a ways.”
“Are we still in danger?”
“l don’t know. Cone norning | expect they' |l be after us.”

“And they' Il find us, too.” Lacklan rmunbled softly.

“But will they come up here?” she asked. | read that many of the
tribes feel that there are spirits in the nountains especially the
peaks and will never go there.”

| had heard the sane. The natives were very aware of the Toh,
the spirits of the forest and nountains. An area that was rarely
visited was often considered to have dangerous Toh and was therefore

avoi ded. It was Sarawak’s version of our own self-fulfilling fear of
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t he unknown. The high nmountains were reputed to be the honme of
power f ul Toh.

| didn't reply as | thought about it. | hoped she was right.

“So, maybe this place is safe. At least that’'s what | read.” she
was |ooking for sonme reassurance but she didn't get it from her
husband.

“You and that confounded guide book,” he snapped. “W don't know

that wvill work!”

“Well if that confounded guidebook is where she |earned about
headhunting, it probably saved your life.” 1’'d had enough of Lacklan’'s
attitude and he wasn’'t a potential client anynore. “Jeru wasn't even

goi ng to sharpen his parang.”
“1"'m glad you enjoyed that at ny expense. "1l have you know

that the weapons |’ve nmamde could blow this miserable island off the

map.

| was anmzed. He was fumi ng because she had told that bunch of
renegades he wasn’'t a warrior. He was an ego-maniac and a fool. O
maybe just a brilliant man who was so snall inside that he had becone

lost in the forest.

“M. Lacklan,” | told him “l don’t know if you're suicidal or
exactly what your problem is but | look at life this way -- an
adventure is sonmething you return hone to tell about. If you don’t
make it back, it’'s just an exotic funeral. Be happy Helen did what she
di d. I am If she hadn’t | mght have died because | was stupid
enough to try and help you.”

“And why did you cone after us? Because you are the good
Samaritan? O because you are after nmy wfe?”

“John!” Helen flinched and | could see that he’'d aimed that barb

nmore at her than ne.
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“l don’t know,” | said, “but this late in the gane 1'd be a fool
to try to figure it out.” | grabbed up the knapsack and headed out
into the darkness. | started down the slope and Raj cane scranbling
after ne. | hadn’'t planned on his coning but was just as happy, | knew

he would be very unconfortable if the Lacklan’s decided to continue the
fight.

The purple light of pre-dawn was just coming to the sky as we
nmade our way along the nountainside about one hundred feet above the
forest. I was headed toward an area below us that | had glinpsed from
the ridge, it was lighter in color and | was sure it was a rock slide.
Where it had hit the trees we mght find some downed wood.

Sure enough, it was a slide. A huge lip of rock had flaked off
and gone crashing down into the jungle. Underneath the scar were the
dark nouths of several caves, probably connected to the cave above
where the Lacklan’s waited. Thirty feet into the treeline we found al
the wood we wanted, picking out the dry pieces was easy for little of
it was danp. | figured that we were so high that we were above nost of
the rain that soaked the | ower elevations, either that or we were just
| ucky.

We gathered as much wood as we could fit in our packs and turned
to go back up the nountain. For an instant Raj froze and so did I.
Bet ween ourselves and the brightening sky was a noving, flickering
bl ack cl oud. There were bursts of darkness against the sky, a sound
like water rushing up a shallow sandy beach; w ngs, thousands and
t housands of w ngs. The dawni ng sky was darkened with bats. A
thin cloud rising over the jungle, they coalesced into a dense riot of
swoopi ng, dodging confusion directly over us. Their w ngs cupping the

thin air they streaned toward the nountainside. Under the scar of the
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fallen brow of rock, they flew Pouring into the cave nouths just
above us.

Then from above us | heard a thin scream Raj and | | ooked at
one another then | grabbed up ny rifle and took off up the hill. The

gun and the wood and the previous twenty-four hours of clanbering up
and down hillsides slowed nme down. However, we nmde it to the top
wi thout having to ditch our |oads and | eased around the rocks, rifle
at the ready.

The Lacklan’s were well out of the circle of rocks and away from
the cave, crouched behind the rocks and harried | ooking. I al nost
| aughed but couldn’t sumon the energy; a mniature tornado of bats
fluttered and turned around the tunnel entrance, the last stragglers of
the nass from bel ow using the back door

I"d had enough alarns for one day. Leaving Raj to start a fire
in a small pocket in the rocks |I went back into the cave and refilled
ny pack with it’'s supplies. | ducked and shook ny head as the |ast of
the bats flew past but | got ny rope, stove fuel, first aid kit, and
nost inportantly the little food I'd been able to bring al ong.

W warnmed ourselves silently around the fire, the Lacklan's

didnt seem to feel Iike talking and | didn't feel confortable
conversing with them either. | shared our dried pork and heated two
cans of condensed soup over the fire. It wasn’'t nmuch and it wasn't
very good but it was all | had and we needed anything we could get
Wen we were done | put out the fire. | hated to do it as we were al

chilled but the sun was conming up and our snmoke mght have been
vi si bl e. In the tree tops below us the gibbons began their whooping

cries, staking their territory for the day.
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“W're going to have to keep going,” | said. “W're not safe
until were back on the river and we won't be safe even then.” | |ooked
in their eyes and was afraid of what | saw.

John, with his leg barely capable of bearing his weight, was

nearly finished. Helen would go on wthout conplaining but she
couldn’t go further wthout rest. Raj could do what was necessary

he’d shut his nmnd dowmn and go at it like a Chinese coolie, he'd
survive if he could, regardless of the suffering. | hoped | could do

the sane but | wasn't sure.

“W'll be okay,” | said, standing up. | | ooked out across the
high ridge and the forest and clouds that swept away in both directions
and | realized we weren't going to nake it.

Al we needed was rest. All we needed was to nove slowy and
accomodate John's injury. Al we needed was tine and | saw then that
we were out of tinme.

Of down the backbone of the nountains, three mles away but
plainly visible as the sunlight poured across a |ow shoal of clouds to
the east, was a group of nmen. They were coming up the ridge towards us
and there was an easy dozen of them. . . nore nen than | had bullets,
nore men than | cared to engage even wth ny pockets full of
anmmuni tion.

“Raj!” | called. “I think we’'ve got trouble.” Instantly he was
besi de me, John and Helen not far behind. | pointed, “Is that Jeru?”

“Yeah, Boss.”

“What are we going to do?” This question was from Helen but
there was no panic in her voice. She stood there, dirty, clothing
torn, having had no sleep, and little rest . . . it was an honest

guestion, she was ready to get started.
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“l1 hold them off as long as possible. You get out of sight;
retreat into the cave. Take my rope, | believe there’s a way out down
bel ow.’

“You believe?” John was belligerent.

| shrugged. “Wth any luck they' Il be satisfied with me and they
won’t know where you’ ve gone.”

“You'll be killed!” Helen grabbed ny arm and turned nme toward
her . Her eyes searched nmine, for what | didn't know, it was one of
t hose nonents when nen and wonen have different things in mnd

“1 might be. Wth luck | can kill enough of them that they
decide I’mnot worth it.”

John shifted on his bad leg. “How nuch ammunition have you got ?”

“Ni ne rounds.”

“She’s right, you'Il be killed.”

“You got a better idea?”

Nobody said anything. The nen on the distant ridge were getting

cl oser.

| turned. “Let’s start by getting out of sight.” | ripped open
ny pack and pulled out the bottle of stove fuel. Going to where we'd
had our fire | picked up a fair sized branch and blew on the white

coals at one end. Ash flew away on nmy breath and deep in the darker
cracks flickers of red glowed. | poured a bit of the fuel on the
branch right up near the sparks and | blew again. In a mnute | had a
flam ng torch.

The cave angled down turned and then dropped off abruptly, a
bl ack shaft corkscrew ng downward. It would be a nasty clinb but that
initself mght save us. Bats skittered nervously on the ceiling, they

didn't like the snoke fromny torch
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“Raj,” | called. “Get nme ny rope.” He wasn't behind ne, only
the distant forms of the Lacklan’s peering in from the entrance.
“Raj ?”

| cursed and tossed ny torch down the shaft. It fell, bounced,
flared and went out. In the darkness | could see reflected daylight
deep in the shaft. Well, the lower cave was a way out, that was
something in our favor. We could run, or they could. It wouldn't be
nmuch of a lead but it would hold of the inevitable an hour, three? It
woul d hold off the inevitable for them not ne. | headed back out of

the cave. “Dam it, Raj, where’s ny rope?”

Wen | got to the entrance he was holding it in his hands but
that was all. He |ooked at nme strangely.
“Come on!” | insisted. W had to get him and the Lacklan's

started or this would all be for nothing.

“l stay with you, Boss.”

“This is no time for loyalty or bravery or whatever it is, Raj.
If you don't go with themthey' Il never find the boats. Get going!”

He shuffled forward, hesitated . . . he was scared!

| nmoved over to him and spoke softly, “What’'s w ong?”

“1 go. But this not good. You think Toh big joke. | hope you
right.”

Suddenly | had an inkling of an idea. Mybe we could get out of
this, all of us. If it worked it was going to take brains, and |uck,

and courage. But |I'mbetter at courage when | think |I’ve got a chance.

“Raj, if you re worried about the spirits, what about then®?” I
pointed out at the ridge. Jeru and his nen were out of sight,
negotiating a |low spot, but | doubted we had nmore than half an hour.

“Is Jeru afraid of Toh?”
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He frowned, “Maybe . . .~ Then he | ooked up at ne squinting.
“H's mans, they afraid, | think. Jeru he nake obat, a spell, he say he
Bali Sal eng. He say what he does okay, but all mans still afraid.”

“Good.” | said. “Cone with ne.” | snatched the coil of rope out

of his hand and | ran to get ny stove fuel
“What ' s goi ng on?” John Lackl an grabbed at ne but | avoided him
“1"ve got an idea!” | said and tossed himmy rifle. |If they get
within five hundred yards shoot once, |I'Il be back.”

“Tell nme what you're up to, dam it!”

| didn't tell him | was already headed down the slope towards
the nmouth of the |ower caves. I hoped he would show good judgnent
because as soon as | was over the edge | could no |longer see the

oncom ng men.

Raj and | put our backs into it. W pulled three big partly
rotten logs up the hill to the caves, both of us straining like a team
of oxen on the rope. W laid a fire just inside where the tunnels
converged and got it burning then tossed every branch we could find up

into a pile along side it. W worked, getting everything into position

and doing a fair job of it until | heard the boom of the Muser.
| tossed the fuel bottle to Raj and took off running. “Don’'t do
anything until you hear nme whistle,” | vyelled back. I hit the

nmount ai nsi de and scranbled, arnms and legs tearing at the earth and
r ock. I nmust have had ny second wind but ny nuscles felt strange and
hollow, it was not a good feeling

| paused just wunder the lip to get a lung full of air then,
hugging the ground, ny leg throbbing, | slipped over the top. John was
down inside the pocket of rocks where we'd had our fire and Helen was
ri ght behind him

“What ' s happened?” | whi spered.
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“They're close. | shot and they went to ground.”
“Ckay. Gve nme the rifle. Stay clear of the cave mouth but if
anyt hing happens to nme get back in the cave and stay there no matter

what happens.”

“What are you going to do.”

“Put on a show,” | said and taking a deep breath, | stepped out.
“Tuan Jeru! Come out and face ne!” | stood there the Mauser
slung diagonally across ny back. I would have rather left it wth

Lacklan but if they hadn’t seen it on ne they would have suspected an
anmbush.

After a nonent there was a motion in the brush and the slight
form of Jeru appeared with the boy in the aviator glasses at his side.
They started for me across the last few feet of the rocky ridge. Jeru
wore a wood-sheathed parang on one hip and the ancient pistol on the

other. The boy carried Lacklan's rifle. They stopped a short distance

away .

“You speak poorly.” sneered Jeru, comenting on ny fragnentary
Mal ay.

“l speak this language no better than | have to,” | said |oudly,
nmy main audi ence was Jeru's followers, “but | speak the |anguage of the
spirits well. M obat is as good as yours in this place. Go away from

here. Go and |eave us to ourselves. The gods of this nmountain do not
want you!” | pinched ny fingers together, placed them between ny | ower
lip and upper teeth and whistled as loud as | coul d.

The boy took a step back and shook his head in shock. He brought
up the long rifle but I didn't nmove. | tried to calmy stare him down

| was sure | was going to die.
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Then there came a sound fromthe cave |ike a sudden rush of w nd.
In the boy’s glasses | saw reflected a monmentary flash of orange flame
in the tunnel mouth. Raj, on ny signal had poured the entire bottle of
stove fuel on the fire.

Wth a rush like a great wave crashing on a reef the bats vonited
from the cave. They cane piping and flapping blindly into the norning
sunlight driven by the smoky fire that Raj was now stoking with all the
wood he could find. Wth the |ower entrances to the tunnels bl ocked by
snoke and flanme they sought the upper opening in nunbers that were
terrifying to behol d. They were a great disoriented black cloud that
shot fromthe hole in the nountain top as if froma high pressure hose
They fluttered and dove and poured into the sky above our heads.

Jeru crouched in surprise and | stepped in and before the boy
could pull the rifle's trigger | slapped the barrel aside and kicked
himin the groin. He went down, leaving me with the gun and | saw two
of Jeru’'s nen racing away down the ridge their tattooed backs
glistening with the sweat of exertion and fear.

| turned to the old man and with a whining growl he drew his
parang. He cut at ne with such speed that | barely could nove in tineg,
shoving the rifle sideways into the bl ade. There was a ringing of
steel and Lacklan’s gun was torn frommy grasp falling to the rocks at
ny feet. Jeru reversed and | |eaped back, the blade slicing air near
ny belly. He was fast; for an old man he was awfully fast.

I got nmy knife out and took a cut at him but he thrust along ny
arm his blade leaving a trace of fire and a line of blood on nmy skin

he was better at this than | was. Better by a |ong shot.

He stabbed and cut. W fought back and forth there on that high
ridge with a clear sweep of forest below us on one side and the white

glare of the clouds beneath us on the other. And then he cut nme, the
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knife grazing ny chest, the blade nonentarily catching on the Mauser’s
| eather strap, and it was all over. His blade snagged and | caught his
arm and was behind himin one novenent. It was ny fight then and for
him it was hopel ess. As good as he was with a knife, he was an old
man. I was stronger than he was and | was heavier too. | broke his
arm but there was no give in himso | clipped himon the jaw, a punch
that woul d have put away a much bigger man, and |I'm not proud to say
that | broke that too.

He was unconscious. | was down, the world spinning around ne, ny
chest bloody, nmy arm bloody, too bloody. The boy scranbled away,
whi ni ng. There was the sound of gunfire. Hel en was standing over ne
working the bolt on John’s fancy rifle. Brass flew, bright against the
sky. Men fled downhill, disappearing into the trees.

They broke open the first-aid kit, poured sonething in ny wounds
that hurt nore than the knife had. Raj was getting me on ny feet and
ny head was clearing, | had never really been out, just gray for
anwhile, like 1'd held my breath too |ong.

W were at the edge of the slope when | renenbered. | pulled
away from Raj’s hands and went back. Jeru npaned when | turned him on
hi s back. He | ooked at nme, eyes no longer full of anger but neither
was there fear. He waited for ne to do whatever | had to do. It took

only a noment.

“Thank you, Tuan Jeru.” | told him “Go to a village where no
one knows you, live your days as an old nman shoul d. Cross ny path
again and I'lIl take your head and hang it on my porch.”

I left himthere, bats circling above him and | staggered off
after the others. W went down past the cave where the fire still

burned but now | ow and dying. Then we were in the jungle and soon it

was dar ker and hotter.
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It was two days back to the boats. Two days of struggle and
pai n. John Lacklan and | setting our pitiful pace. Hs leg was

swol l en and ny cuts and the places where the buckshot hit nme had becone

i nfected. As nuch as | disliked the man he had a certain kind of
t oughness. It was the toughness of the littlest kid on the team or
perhaps the brainy child that nobody liked . . . but he wasn't going to
let that leg stop us. | had to make nyself keep pace with him

The boats were intact. In this | was surprised for | was sure
that even if we got to the river without another fight | thought they
woul d have stolen or destroyed the boats. I guess with their burned

| onghouse, several dead and wounded |eader they had enough to deal

wi t h. Raj took us down river in the bigger dugout with Fairchild s

motor jury-rigged to the stern. On the trip down river | got sicker
and they tell ne when | arrived in Marudi | was unconscious and running
a high fever. For the second tinme in two years | had returned from

upriver barely alive. But this time | had the difference.

I lay in bed and got better. Vandover cane down and brought the
doct or. He shot nme with penicillin, cleaned nmy wounds and dusted them

with sulfa, then they sat on the verandah and drank the last of ny

scotch. | stared at the peeling paint on the ceiling.

She cane to visit nme an hour before the mail boat left for
Si ngapor e. The room was closed and dark but sunlight blazed through
every crack in the shutters. She was dressed in a white traveling

outfit and as she stood in the doorway she was a vague figure beyond

t he patched nosquito netting. | sat up.
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“M. Kardec?” She canme into the room taking off a large pair of
dark gl asses. “I just came to thank you. You saved our lives.” I
could see that the wedding ring, with it's enpty socket, was nissing
from her finger.

I wanted to make some kind of smart comment but | didn't really
know what it would be. “How s your husband?” | asked.

“He’s got a bad sprain. Al that walking we did made it worse.

W' re leaving today . . .~ She stopped for a nonent, holding on to
sonme kind of feeling, | couldn't tell what.
“He won't talk to ne,” she said. “I't’s like I did sonething

unforgi vabl e back there but | don't see that | really had a choice.”

“l think he's trying too hard to be a strong man.” | thought this
was right, it felt right. “Sonething inside of himis desperate. He's
barely holding onto sonething but | don't know what it is. He' d of

rat her died back there than be saved by you.”
“John was so brilliant. You should have seen him when we net.
They all Ilistened when he spoke, Oppenheiner, Doctor Teller, even

CGeneral LeMay.”

“This is a different world, Helen. You knew that, | could see
it. Sonetimes when there is nothing between you and nature you find
out things about yourself you wish you didn't know ... sonetines when
you | ook at yourself you are smaller, in the schene of things than you
t hought you were.” I shifted, sitting up a little farther, |eaning
back agai nst the headboard. “There’s been a tine or two when | found

nyself in the mddle of a dark forest praying for god to save ne. You
have to accept your fear and survive. It’s not about your inmmge of
yourself it’s just about getting back in one piece.”

“l guess so,” she said.
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W were both silent for a noment. Then she straightened up, al
busi ness.

“We should pay you, at |east what we were going to for guiding
us. W owe you that, and nore.”

| carefully noved the nobsquito net aside and swung ny feet to the
floor. The cut under ny bandages pulled tightly and it burned, but it
was a heal i ng pain.

“l don’t want any noney,” and then before | could take it back,
said, “I didit for you. | don't want to |lose that.”

She crossed the room and bendi ng down, she kissed ne. For just a

nonent she held nmy face in her hand. “What will you do?” she asked.
“How wi I | you ever get hone?”

| didn't really wonder how she knew this, | expect Vandover or
Fairchild must have told her . . . it didn't matter. | sat straighter
trying to feel the strength in ny body. It was there, not rmuch, but
com ng back. | opened the nightstand drawer.

“Never under rate a nan who has lived as | have, Helen. Just as
a man who has lived as | have would never under rate a wonan |like you.”
| grinned. “I"'m not proud and | do what it takes to survive.” | held
out nmy hand and opened it to show her. It was ironic, when | had gone
into the forest for personal gain | had returned with nothing but when
I had gone intending to help others sonmehow | had been rewarded

Oh ny palmlay, in a setting of woven |eather, the thong broken

fromwhen | had torn it fromhis neck. . . . the dianpond of Jeru

THE END
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