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Under the lotus plants he lies down,

In the covert of the reeds and the marsh.

The lotus plants cover him with shade;

The willows of the brook surround him.

 

Job 40:21–22, Old Testament,

The New American Standard Bible








From the Author

On February 19, 1945, when World War II was about to end, saltwater crocodiles killed nearly a thousand Japanese infantrymen trying to break through the siege of the Allies in a mangrove around Ramree Island, Burma (Myanmar). And by the next morning, no more than twenty men had survived.

This story is known to some extent in former Allied countries, but it’s hardly circulated among the Japanese because we have no record verifying this in Japan. It was proven that no less than four hundred fifty soldiers made a safe return from the island to the continent, according to official war reports and many personal memo-randums. This means almost half the garrison was alive after the battle, which simply makes the casualties by crocodiles doubtful. But I do not believe the whole story is a downright falsity. During the World War II, Japanese occupation area was called the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere, and it was largely overlapped with the habitat of saltwater crocodiles. There were many reports of crocodile attacks, not only in the Burma Campaign but also in other southern fronts.

We tend to forget this kind of tale, compared with other atrocities of war.

Still, I think this story tells of war and symbolizes it effectively. War is becoming more mechanized and computerized, but its core is unchanged. That’s why I wrote this book.

In the nineteenth century, my great-great-grandfather was ordered by his feudal lord to go a long way to Edo (now Tokyo) to defend the coast against the oncoming American fleet, with only his ancient sword and armor to rely upon.

When the Pacific War broke out in 1941, my father and one of my uncles were conscripted and became an Army artilleryman and a Navy airman, respectively.

Both fought against the United States forces. Fortunately, they killed no one and came back alive. My ancestral history shows that some part of my family was ded-icated to fighting against foreigners. Of course, I have never fought with foreigners, apart from some fencing bouts and PC games. I appreciate this peace, and hope that it lasts forever.

Those who have studied or who took part in the Burma Campaign will know that the real names of troops, battles, and places were used. I used real names to give the story a semblance of reality. However, all other things are fictional, and any resemblance to a real person is coincidental. As for the names of countries and races, I followed the descriptive usage of that time period for the same reason.

 

















The opening of the turret hatch cut into the morning sky of Bengal. Palm leaves rustled in the wind. But it was already intolerably muggy—like a sauna—inside the model ninety-seven tankette.

Second Lieutenant Yoshihisa Sumi no longer heard the buzz of enemy planes, but he couldn’t still the rapid beating of his heart. He picked out a damp cigarette and lit it with trembling fingers. Cigarettes were precious and shouldn’t be wasted in such a squalid place. Still, he took a puff eagerly, as he had no other option to calm himself under the circumstances.

Three or four enemy fighters had come on them as soon as Sumi’s Tankette Second Platoon had arrived at Taungup that early morning, following a hard run all night through the steep mountains of Arakan. All tankettes had immediately moved into this nearby jungle. He had been too frightened to discern whether they were American or British, to say nothing of their type. No matter what, he thought he had been done for a while in the din of engines and weapons fire permeating the jungle.

A small Burmese National Army (BNA) soldier squatted by the turret. He

seemed to feel no fear. His eyes moved rapidly, searching for enemy fighters.

Sumi stuck out his head from the hatch timidly. It was so bright outside that it made him dizzy.

“Have they gone, Pondgi?”

“Master Sumi, it’s all right. I can’t see them anymore,” replied Pondgi.

Sumi felt like a rodent that had escaped the talons of a bird of prey. Trying to block out this miserable feeling, he blew smoke out of his nostrils and said,

“Well, it’s annoying enough. We have to drive away those Engli bastards as fast as we can.” He knew it was a thin lie. It was the Japanese being driven away from Burma.

Pondgi still sat on the front hood and kept watching the sky. Pondgi had been with the Tankette Fifth Company of the Fifty-Fourth Reconnaissance Regiment, to which Sumi belonged since their platoon had left Rangoon. His Japanese pro-ficiency was remarkably high now.

“Pondgi” wasn’t his real name. Japanese servicemen believed the word meant a Buddhist monk in Burmese. Soldiers called him Pondgi because the name suited this calm, young guy with a skin head. He also seemed to like it, because Buddhist monks were highly respected here in Burma.

AWOL soldiers in the Burmese National Army had increased since the beginning of that year, 1945, and the number of overall troops had dropped sharply, as if it were keeping pace with the defeats of the Japanese Imperial Army. Now Burmese patience with their Asian conqueror was running out. Still, Pondgi never left them. He worked energetically every day. Sumi couldn’t understand what made him do so.

At first, Sumi had to report his arrival at Taungup to his company commander, who had gotten there first. If machine troubles and the air raid had not slowed their progress, Sumi’s platoon would have been there by dawn. He ordered subordinates to maintain tankettes in the jungle and went to the headquarters of the 121st Infantry Regiment. It was actually a bamboo shack behind a half-wrecked

temple at the edge of the town. Located on a strategic point of the Arakan front, it was often used by other troops as a communication spot.

Sumi kept walking on the coast road, where the Indian Ocean wind drove away the morning haze. Then he spotted the grand roofs of the old temple through the woods. Two servicemen were standing at the gate. One was Captain Yoda, his company commander, and the other seemed to be one of the division staff officers, whom Sumi had seen once or twice. Yoda was a calm man by nature but that day looked fidgety. Nervousness pervaded the place. Yoda recognized Sumi, who was prepared to be reprimanded for the delay. Instead, Yoda relayed some unexpected news. “Sumi, I’ve gotten a new order by wireless from the division commander, and I think you are just the man for the duty. Bear in mind it’s a division order. You got that?”

The company commander started reading a makeshift directive in a loud voice. “Second Platoon Commander, Second Lieutenant Sumi should organize a rescue party consisting of one squad, collect as many civilian boats as possible, and advance to Ramree Island with this party to help the Second Battalion of the 121st Infantry Regiment, a garrison of this island, evacuate to the continent…”

Sumi almost fainted. He couldn’t listen to the rest. Even as a low-ranking officer from a reserve officer candidate school, he knew that the situation on the Ramree front was deteriorating. He had to sneak into a tremendously dangerous place and rescue a badly mauled garrison. Sumi realized he had just been assigned an incredibly perilous duty.

In July 1944, the Japanese had miserably failed in Operation Imphal, the reckless offensive into India. The Army had lost nearly 55,000 men in the battle and to starvation during the retreat. Confronted with the Allies striking at full throttle after the victory, the Japanese Burma Area Army had already been repeating the debacle.

The Arakan area, where the Japanese Twenty-Eighth Army had been positioned to guard a southwestern Burma full of strategic points, was no exception.

Starting with a recapture of the very northwestern air field Akyab on January 3, 1945, British-Indian forces were fiercely attacking this area. On January 12, an enemy commando brigade landed in the Myebon Peninsula, fifty kilometers east of Akyab, where the main force of the Fifty-Fourth Reconnaissance Regiment had been guarding the coastline. The regiment was in the thick of a fierce battle.

Sumi’s company was on its way to provide reinforcement. Up until then, the company hadn’t engaged in a battle yet, thanks to Yoda, who had been finding every excuse to save his and his men’s lives.

The 121st Infantry Regiment stayed here in Taungup—two hundred kilometers down the coastline from Myebon Peninsula—and guarded this area, including Ramree and the Cheduba Islands. Northwest of Taungup, Ramree Island is in the Bay of Bengal, divided by innumerable creeks through mangrove from the mainland. It is the biggest island in Burma. Cheduba Island, which flourished as a trading relay station of the East India Company in the old days, is located further southwest.

An enemy brunt finally reached Ramree Island on January 21. Reinforced

with a fleet including an aircraft carrier and battleships, the Twenty-Sixth Indian Division landed on Kyaukphyu, the northern port, that morning. The garrison challenging this was the Second Battalion of the 121st Infantry Regiment, supported only by six thirty-seven-millimeter antitank guns and three twenty-five PDR field guns taken from the British. Unable to resist the strength of one division, it had been cornered to the east coast until then.

Then on January 26, an enemy force of three thousand with the support of an aircraft carrier raided Cheduba Island and built beachheads within the day. The sentry party, under the command of Second Lieutenant Motoyama, barely escaped. They made it back to Taungup on February 1 by leaping small islets, one after another.

Having seen the loss of two strategic islands on the Bay of Bengal firsthand, the HQ of the 121st Infantry Regiment ordered Ramree Garrison to retreat to the continent on February 9.

But it was too late. British gunboats and planes had already blocked many creeks and had destroyed all of the garrison’s emergency boats when the order was announced. Also, rescue operations intended by the regiment HQ hadn’t ever worked well. Enemies found and sunk four landing barges previously dispatched by the regiment commander. Then a liaison noncommissioned officer of the Second Battalion, located in the HQ at the time, rushed to the scene with more than a hundred domestic fishing boats. But the flotilla lost its direction in the maze of interwoven creeks and was forced to scatter. Little more than a few boats could have limped into the island. Having no trump card, the regiment HQ finally repeated the order for garrison soldiers to evacuate by swimming across Myinkhon Creek, where the strait was narrowest.

And this time, the obstinate division HQ was throwing a new rescue party into the fire again.

After the briefing, Sumi visited the 121st Infantry Regiment HQ shack and got military scrips for the operation from its finance unit. Then he left silently.

No matter how few options remained, it was extremely dangerous to swim across the sea where enemies were vigilant. That’s why the division HQ had decided to dispatch a new rescue party by boat. Apparently, they wanted to prevent more losses in this desperate situation. Sumi could understand that.

But why must he be the sacrificed pawn? This type of rescue operation had failed twice before he got the order. And yet, they assigned him to try it once more. He couldn’t understand it, however hard he might try.

The reason Sumi became an Army officer was that it was smarter and physically easier than the alternatives. Every rank and file of the Imperial Army was crammed into a barracks like livestock and abused like slaves. On top of that, each man had to stay there between dusk and dawn. It was nearly a prison life.

And bullying seniors and drill sergeants broke each man’s humanity and pride.

Every drafted man knew it well.

Sumi had already had experiences like that. Old regulars blamed him for spilling no more than two hundred cc of diesel oil on the ground, shortly after he had enrolled as a second class private. They had lit his pubic hair and had made him perform a naked dance, after they had given him repetitive slaps fierce enough to make him almost unconscious. He had turned red with fury and humiliation, but once he understood the culture, it had been clear that such treatment was a daily occurrence for soldiers. Military law banned bullying, but this was overlooked.

The Army seemed to reinforce it. They wanted soldiers who were nothing more than cogs in the killing machine.

On the other hand, officers could live outside the barbed wire fence. Each was free to come and go. And a batman came for him with his horse every morning. If Sumi could draw a better salary by riding a horse and saluting gallantly while adorned with a samurai sword and polished leather boots, that was the way to go.

Needless to say, he jumped at the reserve officer candidates’ course opening—a way for well-educated conscripts to become Army officers.

The real world was tougher than Sumi thought it would be. It hadn’t been long before he had recognized that officers from a candidate school were no match for elites from the military academy. Captain rank was the limit. An ability to command wasn’t demanded of them; rather, a reckless courage to get killed first as a good example for soldiers. And now Sumi had proof: being lightheartedly assigned the responsibility of such a dangerous operation in which there was a good chance he was going to die. It was too late to repent of his hasty decision to become an officer.

But Sumi also knew everything depended on how he looked at the matter.

What would wait for him in the Myebon Peninsula? His platoon had four model ninety-seven tankettes. They would be expected to provide firepower and be put forth to bear the brunt. But the maximum thickness of the tank’s armor was only sixteen millimeters, though this small vehicle looked like a fair tank. He didn’t know how to cope with formidable M4 Sherman tanks with only the easily flam-mable tankettes. It was easy for him to imagine being burned alive there.

On the other side, the order to collect boats and go for the island lacked any specific measures. The order allowed Sumi to take it easy and shift at will. It would be a perilous infiltration; there was no doubt about that. But at least there would be some hope of return. He felt that it was better than going to Myebon.

Once he got an order, he had no alternative but to obey it. Sumi reluctantly began planning the rescue.

The Japanese had command of neither the air nor the sea. The chance of a bloodless withdrawal was so slim that both the garrison and the regiment HQ had to rely on a reckless wading operation. How could Sumi make his operation safer and more efficient? He didn’t have to. Returning alive and reporting without a reprimand would be acceptable. This called for careful thinking. At first he considered why the previous rescue operations had failed.

The regiment HQ had chosen the narrowest strait between Ramree Island and the continent as a ferry point and had dispatched both landing barges and the domestic fishing boat flotilla led by the liaison noncommissioned officer there. As far as he knew, each operation had been to gather the garrison temporarily around a hamlet called Lamu, approximately forty kilometers north of Taungup.

There was no other way to evacuate one battalion at a time. And the opponent must have known it well. As a matter of fact, the enemy had gotten ready with gunboats and rubber rafts equipped with outboard motors exclusively for patrol.

The enemy had known the Japanese intentions before each rescue attempt. If he were to stupidly take the same way, the result would be the same.

Sumi also thought the choice of rescue boats wasn’t right. A military landing barge surely had a good transport capacity, but it was so conspicuous that enemy spies would easily spot it. What about a domestic fishing boat? These were usually small, wooden boats used by those living in mangrove areas as everyday transportation. The Japanese called this kind of boat a “sampan.” He wondered if he could collect sampan as the liaison NCO had done.

But that won’t work because it’s slow, he told himself. It might be good for navigating through marshlands, but, once an enemy finds it, escape will be next to impossible. He also knew Japanese engineers on the continental side did not have outboard motors available for small boats.

He returned to the coast road deep in thought. He found an officer napping under one of palms along the road. Sumi recognized him as Second Lieutenant Okada, Sumi’s colleague and First Platoon commander, who had arrived there earlier. To organize a party from Second Platoon, Sumi would have to entrust Okada with the rest of his men.

“Hey, wake up. I need a favor,” Sumi said as he nudged Okada’s shoulder.

Okada kept sleeping happily. Both men were platoon commanders of the same company. Sumi blew a fuse and kicked Okada hard in the buttocks.

“Ouch! What the hell are you doing?” Okada snapped, springing to his feet.

“Are you crazy? Why did you wake me up?” Okada had worked day and night and was also tired. Sumi realized this and apologized.

“Forgive me. I kicked you too hard,” he said. Then he proceeded to explain the situation.

When Sumi finished, Okada rubbed his buttocks and said, “OK, I got it. Tell your remaining sarge to see me before we move. I’ll take command of your men.

Don’t worry. How are the ships for Ramree?”

“I don’t know,” Sumi replied, “but I think HQ is also at a loss about what move to make. Nobody tells me anything about how to make it. I’m glad they were general directions, but I’m stuck on how to collect the ships.”

“If I were you, I would use Burmese fishing boats,” Okada said.

“A sarge of Second Battalion has tried it already. And I heard he failed. Maybe the boats were too slow.”

“Maybe it was a tiny flatboat or a sampan. How about a legitimate fishing boat used for offshore fishery? Some fishermen in Taungup have some fair boats.

They have hot-bulb engines, at least. Some even have diesel engines.”

“A diesel engine? Really?”

“Yeah, I’ve seen one with a diesel,” answered Okada.

“Sounds reliable.”

“Exactly. Maybe it can even run away from a destroyer.”

Taungup was a fishing village. Sumi had seen a wide variety of fishing boats moored along the Taungup River, which was about a hundred meters wide.

Open-air bazaars used to be held there often, and fresh fish were available on the streets. Okada likely came from a fishing village and was indifferent to Sumi’s admiration.

“What is the name of your Burmese soldier?” Okada asked. “Pondgi? Right?

I’ve heard the boy came from Sandoway. That’s a fishermen’s town, too. Maybe he has some acquaintances here. Go and ask him.”

Sumi felt hope rising inside. He took his notebook out of his pocket and ana-lyzed the information. He noticed the action report of the Cheduba Sentry Party, led by Second Lieutenant Motoyama, who had splendidly succeeded in breaking through the blockade.

Four small islands named Sagu, Magyi, Tai, and Ye are scattered on the Heywood Channel, south of Ramree and east of Cheduba. The Motoyama Party made Taungup by going northward past Ye, Tai, and Sagu, in that order, about two weeks before. Of course, this area wasn’t safe; the enemy had actually landed on Sagu on January 29. But there was no Japanese garrison on those islands at the time. The enemy captured both Cheduba and Sagu without bloodshed—surely an anticlimax for the bloodthirsty ones. So there was no wonder even if the enemy had been off their guard around the Heywood Channel when Motoyama and his men had been breaking through.

For the Twenty-Sixth Indian Division, it became clear that the Japanese Imperial Navy was busy coping with the Philippine front. The Japanese Army on the continental side had no heavy guns to bombard the island directly. And the garrison it was fighting was already on its deathbed. The only alerts were for the sporadic air raids by the Fifth Japanese Air Division, which was running short of planes.

These facts allowed Sumi to note that the enemy presence in the Heywood Channel was diminishing, if it was there at all. The successful return of the Motoyama Party seemed to prove it.

Gradually, a plan took shape.

It might work to go west on the Heywood Channel from Taungup on high-speed fishing boats and then run south of Magyi Island to pretend to head for the ocean. After sailing past the uninhabited Tai Island, he would turn northward and rush toward the Cheduba Strait, which lay between Ramree and Cheduba. And eventually, he’d land on the Cape of Amou, the southernmost tip of Ramree Island.

Enemy flotillas seeking to hinder Japanese evacuation would float in the narrow water pathways dividing the island from the mainland, he reasoned. Creeks there named Madegyun, Myinkhon, and Kalaidaung were attacked indiscriminately when anything whatsoever approached there.

Nevertheless, many local fishermen were working on the Heywood Channel, although some quit in fear of war. Most of them probably had to make up for losses caused by storms during the rainy season.

If Sumi could disguise his soldiers as Burmese fishermen and hitch a ride on a boat, he could approach the island from the south and make land under cover of darkness. In case of emergency, the speed of a diesel engine would be critical.

Having determined his plan, Sumi took a full breath and looked up the sky.

The time was well after ten o’clock.

February is the dry season in Burma. The climate reminded him of early summer in Japan. Though the air was rather comfortable compared with the other seasons, it was scorching during midday. When he arrived in the jungle, the soldiers of Second Platoon had been resting in the shadows of trees. Sumi gathered them and called Sergeant Kokichi Shimizu, the Second Squad Leader.

Shimizu was a muscular noncommissioned officer who had risen through the ranks. He often bullied recruits, acting big because of his rank. Although he was notorious among soldiers, Shimizu was one of the precious veterans with enough combat experience for the newly embodied reconnaissance regiment. However, he often locked horns with others. He was too much for the younger Sumi.

Sumi had another NCO in charge of First Squad, a good-natured man who was far easier to deal with. But he had unfortunately developed malaria, and, being unsteady on his feet, he seemed useless. So Sumi had no choice but to appoint Shimizu as a vice-commander.

Next Sumi called Pondgi and asked if he could get any fishing boats, as suggested by Second Lieutenant Okada. Pondgi said he could. Sumi ordered him to make arrangements right away and handed Pondgi all the scrips he had.

Japanese military scrip had been overissued from the beginning, which gave rise to further inflation. Its value in Burmese cities was down, spurred by the counteroffensive of the Allies. Luckily, here in rural Arakan, disasters of war were few, so the scrip managed to maintain its value.

The rumor among the men was that British-Indian forces kept strafing every boat approaching Ramree. Fishermen would not sail where their lives, to say nothing of their valuable boats, were at risk. Although Sumi could acquire them by force—flashing guns and swords—he wanted to avoid doing so. He didn’t want the locals to nurse a grudge.

Sumi called Superior Private Yoshioka, who had an affinity for locals.

Yoshioka was an amiable, handsome man who was able to speak Burmese fluently. Sumi let him accompany Pondgi.

“Get some brand-new fishing boats by this evening, Yoshioka,” Sumi said.

“Do it by all means, but don’t act rough. You see?”

“I understand, Lieutenant. Leave the negotiating with the Burmese to me. I’ll be back with good boats,” answered Yoshioka cheerfully.

Pondgi also assured him, saying, “Master Sumi, it’ll be all right. Don’t worry.”

Sumi glanced at his watch after he had seen them off. The hands pointed to eleven. The blue sky was tranquil and didn’t show the slightest sign of turmoil from the air raid that morning. Between palm trees, he could see the sea glitter with reflected rays of the midday sun. All looked peaceful. But his compatriots kept lingering on the verge of death on the island only fifty kilometers away.

Departing without delay was a must. Sumi knew he should go there before the enemy brought the island under complete control. Otherwise, his own life would be at stake, not to mention the success of the rescue. If Yoshioka and Pondgi could collect boats, they could depart that night. He must use time beneficially.

There was no moment to lose. He wished for no more air raids that day.

Then he undertook the choice of personnel. He picked ten men who had scout experiences, although the final number depended on the capacities of the boats.

There was a knoll named Hill 509 on the east coast, according to the information from Yoda. And the garrison had entrenched there to fortify the all-around defense position, before moving in recent days. A hamlet called Yanthitgyi lay near the knoll, and the garrison seemed to be around that small settlement. Judging from the map, it was approximately forty kilometers from the Cape of Amou, the intended landing point, to Yanthitgyi. A forced march would be needed.

A reconnaissance regiment was—so to speak—a mechanized cavalry. Soldiers didn’t have to get accustomed to a heavy loaded march, unlike infantrymen.

Thinking they should be as light on equipment as possible, Sumi ordered Shimizu to arrange provisions for only several days.

“All right, but how are you going to get weapons?” Shimizu asked with a frown. Shimizu had a cynical look. Now even he seemed rather worried, because tankette companies had no excess of small firearms.

“Infantrymen will take care of that,” Sumi said. “I’m going to go and get them now.” Then Sumi started for the old temple again, with three soldiers as bearers.

Sumi didn’t worry much about weapons. He knew Second Lieutenant Kakegawa, his former candidate school classmate, working at the HQ of the 121st as an executive officer in charge of weapons was there. Sumi expected special treatment.

Arriving at the temple, Sumi came in the HQ office and requested to meet Kakegawa. Sumi didn’t recognize his former classmate right away. Kakegawa had become downright emaciated. But as soon as he saw Sumi’s face, Kakegawa greeted him cheerfully.

“Hi! Long time no see. How have you been? I’ve already heard about your duty from the regiment commander.” The tall, thin Kakegawa had a smile that lit up his gaunt face. “We have good things now. Come on. Follow me,” he said, and promptly took Sumi and the three soldiers to an arsenal.

Though the door was padlocked, it was only a shabby bamboo shack. “Here we keep submachine guns gotten from the British,” Kakegawa said. “Our HQ bans us to issue those, to tell the truth. But if you go to Ramree, it’s a reason to make an exception.”

Kakegawa had a strange gun in his hand as he left the shack. Made from pressed and welded steel, it looked more like an oilcan than a gun. The stock was not conventional wood, but a steel pipe. It was crude and rustic to an extreme, but the gun was compact and incredibly light, as well.

“This is the Sten gun,” he said. “Nine-millimeter pistol cartridges are used, so this can’t deliver bullets very far. But you can shoot more than four hundred rounds per minute. Its weight is one-third of our model ninety-six light machine gun. It’s very good for hand-to-hand fights and guerilla wars.”

Sumi had heard rumors about it. “Can we use it?” he asked. “We all got accustomed to light machine guns. But nobody has even touched one of these.”

“Yeah, it’s foolproof. It seldom goes wrong, since it’s simple. I’ve gotten permission for firing practice, so let’s go and shoot it.”

Kakegawa locked the shack and led Sumi to a hill behind the temple. When they entered a grove, he handed the gun to Sumi and explained how to use it. He pointed to a broad-leaved tree about ten meters away and said, “OK! Now suppose that trunk is an enemy. Shoot it.”

Sumi stood and squeezed the trigger silently. Continuous noises, like pops of beans, reverberated throughout the grove. The pellets stripped a large section of the tree’s bark, sprinkling wood chips. One of the soldiers shouted out in awe.

Sumi was very satisfied with this gun. It could kill more than one man at a time. Of course, the object of this operation was not combat but rescue. He knew he must keep everything confidential and undetected by the enemy. But if his party met resistance suddenly, such a weapon would be priceless. At the same time, he saw the reason why the Japanese favorite, the bayonet charge, lost effectiveness, since the enemy had started using this kind of weapon in the front lines.

Kakegawa murmured resentfully as if he read Sumi’s mind.

“If we had also had this gun, we wouldn’t have been thrashed in the Battles of Imphal or Kohima. The brass hats said that using a machine gun of American gangs led them astray. How stupid they are! Those stupidities have caused this debacle.”

Sumi nodded and asked, “Well, Kake, how many guns will you give us?”

“Three in all, with three thirty-two-round magazines for each. And you may take as many rifles and grenades as you want. It’s a lavish expenditure for us. Don’t complain.”

Everything seemed all right. The submachine guns were blessings.

Back at the arsenal, Kakegawa sorted the weapons and put them together in several wooden boxes. Sumi felt dizzy when he picked one of them up, and he couldn’t help falling to his knees.

“Are you OK?” one of his soldiers asked. “Haven’t you slept since yesterday?

Please leave them to us, sir.”

He realized he hadn’t slept for two days only after the soldier’s comment.

Kakegawa also worried about Sumi’s health and advised him to rest in the temple for a while. Thinking about the oncoming mission, Sumi decided to take the offer. He faced the three soldiers and said, “Tell my batman, Takahashi, to come and wake me up at dusk.” Then Sumi entered one of priest’s cells, guided by Kakegawa.

Japanese troops of the Burma Area Army utilized temples in more ways than one. They might have felt some affection as Buddhist nations, or supposed these Burmese religious institutions would be never chosen as enemy targets.

But Great Britain, the former suzerain, didn’t consider heathen piety even a little. Shells and bombs rained down on Burma, no matter where they were. This temple had also been hit in air raids a few days before. One bomb hit its lecture hall, and the precinct was in ruins. In spite of that, the monks never left. They wrapped themselves in yellow garments and held daily services as if nothing had happened. Their placidity set Sumi’s mind at rest somehow.

He lay back on the wooden floor, which gave off a faint fragrance of incense.

Through the slats of a wooden blind, he could see an elegant pagoda shining against the backdrop of grand roofs. Suddenly, he felt it might be the last time in his life to sleep under a roof.

Severities of the southern front, especially the Burma area, were well-known among soldiers. Everybody told to go there resigned himself to the fate and assumed he already had one foot in the grave. Sumi also worried about the likelihood of his survival, because he had left Yukiko, the woman he loved, behind in Kyoto.

When the Army had drafted him nearly two years before, he had just become a lecturer of the very university where the two had met and fallen in love. But for the war, he should have devoted himself there to studying and lecturing ancient history.

No sooner had he gotten the job he wanted than the Red Paper came. He had anticipated it to some extent, thinking about the deteriorating war situation. But when he had actually gotten it, his whole body had involuntarily trembled with desperation. He could remember that feeling as if it was yesterday.

Conscripted mercilessly, he had come such a long way to Burma. He knew he must cut this absurd war short to get a return ticket to the university as soon as possible, by fair means or foul. He must see Yukiko again.

During his send-off party, embellished by meaningless grandiose words, she held his cuff and whispered in his ear softly. “Don’t kill any. And don’t be killed.

I wait for you here. Come back alive.” He knew nobody in that fascist country who could say such a kind thing but her. If nothing changed, she could continue her job in their university as a researcher in sociology course. He had decided to propose to her.

She would say yes, of course. She was the daughter of a wealthy man. Sumi had been no more than a fledging scholar. Considering that gap, he had hesitated. But now he had gotten a job as a lecturer at the university. Besides, he had become an officer of the Imperial Army. The reputation would remain even if he were demobilized. Her parents would give the nod. Delight filled his mind every time he thought of Yukiko.

But everything was based on his safe return. He must avoid injuries or diseases, let alone being killed in action, unnoticed in an unknown jungle.

Sumi remembered he had just boarded a transport ship departing from Ujina Port, Hiroshima, when he had heard, “Heavens of Java and hells of Burma.” The environment had surely turned out that way. All were hells: Imphal, Kohima, Myitkyina, and Yunnan. And now Arakan was about to be added to the list.

But he defied the pessimism. What on earth did it matter? He had a sweet-heart waiting for him. He must survive. His thought ended with resolution.

While in the priest’s cell, Sumi heard sutra-chanting voices. Apparently the monks had started an afternoon service. Sumi stretched out on the floor, shaking off the ominous premonition. He couldn’t relax anymore, confronted with the difficult duty that was next. But soon, both mental and physical fatigue sent him into a deep sleep.




A morning breeze passed over the treetops and the creek. It blew gracefully under the blue sky. The spire of a pagoda protruding from the woods on the opposite bank was shining, reflecting the sun. But a queer smell drifted around. It was a very nasty one, quite unfit for the refreshing scenery. It was the second time for Superior Private Minoru Kasuga to catch this stench, like a mixture of mud and putrid flesh.

An incident had happened about ten days before. One soldier had gotten lost during his sentry duty at Minbyin Coast, northwestern Ramree Island, where Kasuga and his fellow machine gunners had stationed together with Sixth Company men of Second Battalion, 121st Infantry Regiment. Since the latter half of the previous year, locals had often vanished abruptly. A rumor was going around that some of those missing locals had contacted enemy intelligence in the continent and had already sneaked back into the island as British spies.

But the missing soldier had been found safe two days later. It was reported that he had lost his way while strolling around. This soldier had been wandering in a nearby jungle until an officer had finally found him and delivered a stern reprimand. Even though the case was closed, the whole Sixth Company was worried by this incident because they had suspected that British-Indianforces might have abducted that soldier. Kasuga himself had also been drafted into a search party.

Machine Gun Fifth Platoon, to which Kasuga belonged, went all the way to Madegyun Creek, the northeastern coastline of the island, and searched there a whole day. Minbyin Coast was hemmed by sunny sand beaches facing the Indian Ocean. But the northeast coast was almost covered with dense mangroves.

When Kasuga approached a creek nearby a village called Myinde, a stench bad enough to curl nostrils was in the air. He remembered wanting to vomit.

In Arakan, a village headman was called “rudgi.” Obsessed by the strange stench, Kasuga questioned the rudgi as soon as the platoon entered the Myinde dwelling area. The rudgi puffed on a huge cigar while Kasuga talked. Then he straightened his back and answered seriously. “That’s a crocodile without fail,” the rudgi said. “The exhaled air of a man-eater stinks terribly.”

Then he added, “Sadly, one of our men hasn’t come back since he went shrimping. A crocodile might have gotten him. Probably the bad croc had been somewhere in the creek when you Japan-Masters came closer. That’s why you caught a bad smell.”

Kasuga was dumbfounded. He couldn’t believe a rudgi would insist such a thing sanely and wondered what kind of people those Burmese were. Kasuga didn’t completely disbelieve the authenticity of crocodiles’ stench, but he couldn’t figure out what made them think it proved man-eating so easily. He thought it was ridiculous.

Enemy planes had been rampant since the beginning of that year. As soon as they saw moving figures, those pilots strafed everything there mercilessly. The possibility of an enemy counteroffensive was getting stronger day by day. It was no wonder that many locals were missing. At least, Kasuga thought, the shrimping villager had evacuated himself somewhere to avoid the evils of war. The locals surely had many place to hide to save their lives, unlike Japanese soldiers.

They had come to Myinde as a search party, and the priority was to get clues to the whereabouts of the missing soldier. There wasn’t enough time for a talk with the rudgi about trifling. There was even less time for a chat by a rank-and-file about crocodiles’ stench. The troop soon departed there, while Kasuga still harbored a doubt.

But he had time at present, and it was a good chance to determine the cause of the stench.

His squad was detached from Machine Gun Company and kept on antiair-

craft defense duty in Hill 353, where the main body of Sixth Company stayed. A freshwater stream, precious on the island, ran by the eastern hillside. Just before it joined with a saltwater creek, the stream made a little falls in the woods. Kasuga came here alone on duty to fetch water, and all the canteens were filled.

He knew Second Lieutenant Jinno, their hysterically fault-finding platoon commander, hadn’t been around since the previous night. On the other hand, Sergeant Keiichi Tomita, the squad leader, was friendly and kind to Kasuga, since the two had come from the same province. Even if he should come back a little late, Tomita wouldn’t tell him off much.

It was very valuable leisure time for a soldier who couldn’t have even one minute of solitary do-as-you-please time. So he came out of the woods and walked to the waterside to enjoy a stroll.

Turning his eyes from the shining pagoda on the opposite bank, he scanned the edge to search for any cause of the odor. He reckoned it to be a decaying carcass of livestock caught in a pool nearby.

A little sand bank stood where the opposite woods got sparse. Kasuga found something like a decayed tree trunk laying on the sand there. The moment he fixed his eyes upon it, he held his breath.

It was a crocodile with its tail tip dipped in the water. Flattened out on the sand, it didn’t move—as if dead. But it radiated a strong presence. Its skin was mottled with innumerable tawny and dark green scales, reminding him of an ancient mosaic art. Two rows of sharp, pointed prominences ran along the spine to the tip of its tail. It looked encased in armor.

And its eye was the most impressive thing of all. The whole eyeball was golden and shining, except for a vertical slit as sharp as a knife-cut. Standing motionless, Kasuga couldn’t avert his eyes from it. The corners of its mouth had given him an image of a laughing countenance, and reminded him of a smiling face of the supine Buddha statue seen in every temple. Feeling even a holiness, he was bewildered. But the snaggleteeth sticking out from the lips were all sharp, and that made him also feel something evil. He couldn’t suppress a dim uneasiness.

Suddenly, the crocodile rose to its feet as if it had noticed the gaze. All its limbs were as small as the hands and feet of a human baby—quite an imbalance compared with its stout body and tail. Soon it veered with an awkward gait, then slithered down the slope, and vanished silently into the dark water. Ripples caused by its dorsal scuta appeared on the surface a moment later. The crocodile seemed able to swim under the water at a remarkably high speed, quite contrary to its sluggish action on the ground. After the ripples subsided, not a trace of the crocodile remained.

Kasuga exhaled without noticing. It seemed that a long time had passed.

Remembering the rudgi’s tale, he got a spooky feeling and thought the cause of that stench might have been a man-eater crocodile, as the man had said. But the crocodile Kasuga had seen wasn’t so big. It was two meters long at the most. It couldn’t prey upon human beings. It might occasionally devour a drowned body drifting nearby, but certainly it couldn’t attack a man, judging from its lack of speed on the ground.

Kasuga’s thoughts turned back to the facts: he came here to fight a war. It was no time to fear animals when the possibility of the enemy counteroffensive was increasing. It didn’t suit a soldier to lose nerve in the presence of a mere crocodile.

Encouraging himself, he came back to the woods where morning dew still remained on every grass blade. Kasuga picked up the canteens and began climb-ing up Hill 353. Still, he couldn’t stop thinking about the crocodile. Its figure crossed his mind over and over, as if branded on his memory.

A crocodile wasn’t indigenous to Japan, and he had never been to a zoo or an aquarium. Only after he had joined the Southern Army did he step on foreign soil for the first time. But he hadn’t seen a crocodile in Shanghai, Malaya, or Sin-gapore. For Kasuga, a crocodile had been nothing more than a grotesque villain in myths and fairy tales. However, the real thing was beautiful enough to override those poor images. It had a certain grandeur suitable only for the legitimate descendant of gigantic reptiles that ruled the earth long before humans did.

On his way to the position, Kasuga ran smack into First Lieutenant Okawa, the Sixth Company commander, and his outfits in a communication trench. He

stepped aside and saluted in haste. But Okawa passed through at a rapid pace, as if ignoring Kasuga, and ascended the slope toward a watchtower near the hilltop.

The commander’s face stiffened clearly. Several servicemen followed with the same look.

Kasuga felt a presentiment of emergency and ran toward the machine gun post of Tomita Squad. Surely every fire trench on the route had already looked like an overturned anthill with many flustered soldiers. Some wore camouflage nets covered with full of branches and leaves and stayed ready for action. This made him even more tense.

He plowed his way through the crowd, regretting having fetched the water so leisurely. The moment he arrived at the gun position, Superior Private Etsutaro Hirono rushed up to him. In Tomita Squad, Kasuga was a marksman, and Hirono was a loader. Hirono caught him with astonishing news. “The enemy landing operation has just started!” he yelled, leaving Kasuga speechless.

“When the fog cleared, one sentry post reported sighting an enemy fleet off the coast of Kyaukphyu. It’s large-scale. They’ll come at any moment.”

Kyaukphyu, the northernmost port, was the biggest town on the island. It had some concrete buildings, which was the only difference between it and the island’s other towns, and Kyaukphyu had a naturally good port and suitable places for airfields. It was no wonder the enemy had chosen it as an objective.

“I can’t believe it’s a real one,” Kasuga said. “Isn’t it a false attack or a reconnaissance in force, as usual?”

“No, it isn’t,” Hirono replied. “This time, a big fleet has come with a big battleship and a carrier. Engli are serious!”

“Where is Sarge?”

“I don’t know. Even the platoon commander isn’t here. Everyone is annoyed!”

“Have we gotten any orders?”

“Nothing so far. Maybe Sarge will bring some. If it should be to defend Kyaukphyu Port to the death, the battalion commander would order us to perform an all-out banzai charge against enemy tanks, and we would all be annihilated sooner or later.”

Ramree Garrison was no more than one battalion strength, as Hirono implied.

That’s why Sixth Company was on guard alone at the long coastline, reaching no less than sixty kilometers from Kyaukphyu to the mouth of the Yanbauk River far south. If determined enemies attacked it, everybody knew they would have no way to defend it.

“A banzai charge? Don’t worry, guys. It can’t be done!”

Kasuga and Hirono turned back to hear a sudden, raucous voice. A big NCO was standing there smiling. It was Sergeant Keiichi Tomita, their squad leader.

“What comes after defending this place to the death? You know? Losing such a rural island or two doesn’t matter now. I’ve heard the Army brass hats are sane.

They can’t order such nonsense. Well, I’m going to have a look over the Engli fleet now. Follow me!”

It was no time to leave the machine gun unattended, but Tomita dangled binoculars from his neck and started running, quite indifferent to the astonished faces of Kasuga and Hirono, who had no option but to run after him. Tomita made his way not to the hilltop watchtower—the best viewpoint—but to the north bunker. Unlike other positions, which were in confusion, this bunker had been empty and silent when the three had reached it.

Tomita laughed and said, “Oh, it’s lucky to get a vacant room. I was heading for the hilltop post first, but I saw the Sixth Company commander just on my way. If he finds me there, he’ll know I left my gun alone. I’ll catch hell from him.”

Though it wasn’t better than the hilltop post, they could get a wide view here, as well. Kyaukphyu was one of the major ports of Arakan. In spite of this, all it had ever been was a port with occasional cargo ships transporting salt. It had been a quiet port.

But the scenery through the loophole had changed completely. Many ships covered the normally calm and void port, which looked like an international port such as Kobe or Yokohama. All were enemies. Miscellaneous warships painted in light gray, characteristic of the Royal Navy, were afloat about five kilometers from the shore and didn’t move; it seemed they had anchored there. Apparently some had already begun setting landing crafts on the water. Kasuga could see cranes working busily.

Overwhelmed by the commanding scene, he was struck dumb. The next moment, a muzzle fire flashed on a battleship, and, as soon as powder smoke rose into the blue sky, a roaring sound reached the bunker and jolted the ground.

Then all other warships also started firing. Shells were concentrated on a hillside south of the town. It was exactly around where their forces had occupied a position, but the consecutive explosions were so fierce that Kasuga could spare no time for worrying about them now. Shortly thereafter, an enormous fireball went up over the hill. The shells had probably hit an arsenal.

The fire got bigger and higher with tremendous energy, like it was scorching the sky. Against the backdrop of the pillar of flame, which reminded him of hell fire, innumerable palm trunks flew about as if cut away by an invisible, huge sickle. Kasuga gazed at the scene helplessly.

Mixed with the deafening sounds of explosions, a drone of aircraft suddenly reached his ears. He turned to the left and found three Lockheed P-38 twin-engine interceptors ripping the sky. They were rushing toward Kyaukphyu in a V formation.

Tomita shouted loudly, “How low they fly! All right, men! Go back to the gun. We can get them if things go like this.”

Kasuga returned to his senses. It was no time to be in astonishment. He focused and ran after Tomita, who had already dashed out from the bunker.

Since the Imperial Army had drafted him, he had to distinguish himself and get a decoration, at least. Otherwise, he couldn’t face his parents or the neighbors, who waved the Rising Sun flags with ardor to send him off. He remembered promising himself he must be a good warrior when he passed through a gate of the infantry regiment. And he never forgot feeling pride when he joined the machine gun company, the lion of infantry. He had worked hard at the drills since then and had done well at every target practice. His efforts now made him a number four gunner, the best marksman of a squad.

As soon as the three got back to the machine gun position, the other members of the squad all ran up to them together. They had been puzzled over the disappearance of not only the leader, but also the marksman and the loader in this emergency. Everybody was relieved to see the three. Tomita immediately began giving orders. “Enemy pilots are flying their planes close to the ground, so we can’t shoot them here. Prepare for a position change! Detach the antiaircraft adapter and carry the gun to the west bunker.”

New sections of P-38 interceptors appeared in the sky, one after another, while they were furiously disassembling the machine gun. Tomita counted the planes and urged his troops forward. “Four enemy flying sections. Twelve Lockheed in all. Now we down them all. Go!”

Ondaw Coast spread below the enemy planes having already opened fire. An antitank ditch had been dug in the sand beach to prevent enemy landing. And behind it, the hem of the jungle bristled with many antiaircraft guns defiantly pointed at the sky. Of course these were all mock guns made of palm wood. The Army had no money to purchase those modern weapons, or ships to transport guns if it had any. However, such bluffs seemed to have some effect. Interceptors kept circling just above the beach and strafing intentionally around false positions near the mock guns again and again.

Tomita had judged it correctly. The prearranged position didn’t suit horizontal shooting, which was hindered by standing trees. The Army could clearly see the state of circling enemy planes from a slit of the west bunker, into which they had carried the machine gun. Everybody could see the faces of the pilots wearing goggles, they flew so close. Therefore, Kasuga thought it would be easy to hit them. All members moved rapidly and completed the position change in no time.

Every gunner had memorized the motion of setting a gun and firing through a repetitive training exercise named “Bolt Action Dance.”

“Prepare for firing!” Just after Tomita’s command, Hirono inserted an ammunition strip loaded with thirty live bullets into the always meticulously polished model ninety-two heavy machine gun. Its cooling fins shone and radiated genu-ine functional beauty, receiving the light of the Indian Ocean coming through the slit. Kasuga held the grips firmly and put his thumbs on the firing button. He found a P-38 coming toward them clockwise through the rear sight. If it would keep going at that rate, it should expose its belly to their gun. Tomita was squatting behind him and also seeing the same thing. Now, Kasuga could discharge 7.7-millimeter armor-piercing ammunition of convergent trajectory at the target anytime. At that moment, an unexpected shrieking voice burst into the bunker.

“Hey, don’t shoot it!”

Second Lieutenant Jinno, the platoon commander, came jumping into the

bunker. No one knew where he had been up to then. His face was white, and the hilt of sword was shaking in his hand. He bawled out in front of the soldiers.

“What do you think you’re doing? You unhelpful pinheads! If you shoot, they find our position. Can’t you make out such a simple thing? You retards! How long have you been in the machine gun company? Huh?”

Jinno looked infuriated. He was notorious for his short temper. Having a tendency to get angry over trivial matters, he used to give them “binta,” a hard slap, and sometimes forced them to recite “Gunjin-Chokuyu,” the Imperial rescript to soldiers and sailors. Everyone nicknamed him “Binchoku,” a compound of binta and Gunjin-Chokuyu, behind his back and avoided him.

Kasuga now believed the possibility of an enemy landing was strong. Disclo-sure of positions was only a matter of time. Comrades in Kyaukphyu were moan-ing under severe attacks. The time to shoot was now or never. He became indignant and looked back to Tomita, who was grinning in a self-satisfied manner. Then Tomita tightened his mouth, faced Jinno, and said, “I wasn’t going to shoot, Lieutenant. I moved the gun into the bunker so the enemies wouldn’t spot it from the air. It’s my fault for not having gotten your permission to change positions, sir.”

Jinno showed some embarrassment and murmured, “Well, I was thinking exactly the same. Actually I also came here to order you a position change. You’ve made a good decision, Sarge.”

Then Jinno disappeared again. He looked uncertain of this war situation. If not for Tomita’s quick wit, Jinno would probably have pulled Kasuga or someone else out of place and given him double binta. Kasuga reckoned that Tomita excelled over Jinno in experience and shrewdness.

Tomita grinned lightheartedly again, indifferent to his admiration, and stated,

“A puking excuse suits Binchoku. Now I can’t help it. He has nothing better to do than to keep me as meek as a lamb here.”

After a while, a buzzing low-pitched sound came from nowhere. Everyone had heard it many times. Kasuga looked for the western sky. More than thirty aircraft came into view at once. A flock of Consolidated B-24 Liberators—examples of expensive, tough, Allied heavy bombers—spread over the sky. Allowing them no time to feel overwhelmed, everyone erupted into a commotion. Kasuga heard everybody around him shout.

“That’s too bad! Here come the damned Consoli!”

“Everybody! Evacuate immediately! Bombers coming!”

“Shelter the machine gun! Get into the cave! Hurry up, you dimwit!”

Other soldiers jumped into the narrow bunker, one after another, while members of Tomita Squad were dragging the machine gun. Shortly, a sound like distant thunder came. Kasuga supposed the first bomb had just reached the ground.

Then another followed. Gradually the sounds became incessant, louder, and closer. Soon an incredibly loud reverberation came. And the loudness like a drum performance at a Shinto festival wrapped up everything. Dry soil powder began falling on them from gaps in the logs beneath the ominously squeaking ceiling.

Though it was a fully covered bunker, a direct hit would crush it easily. Due to the number of people, Kasuga could no longer evacuate into the slightly safer side tunnel. He firmly fastened the webbing tapes of his steel helmet in haste and covered his eyes tightly with both hands to guard them from the negative pressure of an explosion that could easily force them out of their sockets. Then he spread out his palms and plugged his ears with his thumbs to prevent an eardrum rupture.

That was all Kasuga could do.

The enemy had already won command of the air when he had come to Ramree Island for the first time. He had experienced the terrors of air raids many times, but never one as fierce as this. It was so severe that it felt almost everlasting.

Bombers were clearly aiming at the hills around there and Mount Peter, to the north of Hill 353. The Japanese had installed a sentry post in Mount Peter due to its good vantage point, not to mention Hill 353. Kasuga thought the enemy must have gotten information about Ramree Garrison through spying or aerial photog-raphy. If it were not true, the enemy couldn’t carry on such a tenacious attack there. However much Jinno might worry, the enemy had known Japanese positions for a long time.

A dead silence fell abruptly; the hostile operation might have gone into a new phase. Kasuga scanned the outside of the bunker. He couldn’t find any aircraft; in their place, the blue sky was very serene.

The scene around the camp had been altered completely. The bombardments had uprooted the trees, dimpled the hill, and destroyed many trenches. Equipment and weapons had been buried under dirt. It was hard to dig them out quickly because the shovels and picks had also been embedded in the soil. Soldiers smeared with dirt wandered weaponless, already expressing signs of defeat.

The sole consolation was the lack of casualties. Considering the violence of the bombing, it was almost a miracle.

Tomita Squad had been left alone until early in that evening, when Jinno finally appeared. “A village named Gonchwein lies at the north foot of Mount Peter,” Jinno said, “and a defile goes through there toward Kyaukphyu Plain. A landing party has already occupied this village and is advancing further southward toward Ondaw Village, which is next to Gonchwein. Have you ever been to Ondaw?”

“No, I haven’t,” answered Tomita.

“It doesn’t matter now. Ondaw is within a stone’s throw of Hill 353. If it is broken through, the enemy will be able to encircle Hill 353 easily. You and your men are to stop it.”

Tomita fell silent, as did Kasuga. Jinno resumed the briefing, indifferent to his subordinates’ dismay. “Machine Gun Second Platoon was attached to the rifle platoon of the vanguard. They have gone ahead. Tomita Squad is just a backup. Go and take care of things.”

Jinno then disappeared without giving any information about how large the enemy force was or where the vanguard was. Kasuga couldn’t believe such irre-sponsibility. But once the commander had given an order, they had no option but to follow through.

Four gunners normally attended to each model ninety-two heavy machine gun: Gunner number one was a right wing watcher; number two watched the left wing; the man in charge of loading was the number three; and number four was a marksman.

Kasuga and the other three disassembled their machine gun and carried the barrel and tripod parts on their shoulders. Then they descended the hill with Tomita at the top. Four ammo bearers followed them, holding Type Ko ammunition boxes. Horses usually carried those items, but Kasuga had not seen one on that island. Soldiers were substitutes for horses. It was quite tough for a soldier to go down a slope with the barrel weighing nearly sixty kilograms on his shoulder.

When Kasuga and the others managed to reach the defile at the foot of the hill, the setting sun had already ducked behind the top of Hill 353. Silence reigned all around and made Kasuga feel that the fierce attack that morning had been a dream.

“Sarge, do you know where our vanguards are?” asked Kasuga.

“How am I supposed to know that? I’m here as I’m told. Keep Mount Peter on the left, and go straight on this road. Maybe it will take us to Ondaw. They are somewhere along the way.”

Tomita carried a toolbox containing spare parts and assembling wrenches for the gun, and ragged binoculars with moldy lenses dangled from his neck. But he didn’t have a map. He hadn’t been issued a map.

“How can we join a friendly troop properly?” Kasuga asked himself, anxious from suffering under the heavy weight of the barrel. Just then, a voice called out to them.

“Hi! Over here, guys!”

Kasuga scanned the dreary field of tall, dead grass on their left side. Several windmill palms stood facing the road. A stocky man, who looked like an NCO of the rifle platoon, was beckoning. Tomita immediately ran to him.

The man said, “We’ve set our first line over this wasteland, just where the grass fades out. You see? Ondaw isn’t so far. You can see a bank over there, can’t you? Set your machine gun under the bank. Engli will probably come along this road. When they come out from the corner of that woods, sweep them away. We’ll take your fire as a signal, and catch them in a crossfire.”

“Covering the left first line? OK, I’ve got it. Leave it to us. Where’re the attached machine guns, then?” asked Tomita.

“You mean HMG? Heavy machine guns?”

“Yeah, what else?”

“Yours is the only heavy machine gun we have here,” stated the stocky man.

“What?”

Still suspicious, they went into the dreary field and advanced further, as they had been told. The vanguard came into view when they reached the bank. Soldiers were deployed along a breastwork made in haste. According to a sergeant major commanding there, their firepower was merely two-squad strength with no mortar support. It was much less than expected. And, they could find no heavy machine gun but their own. The vanguard only had two light machine guns and a grenade discharger, apart from rifles. Second Platoon, the attached HMG to

Sixth Company, should take part in that kind of action. No one knew why their Fifth Platoon had been sent instead.

The sergeant major thanked them over and over. On the other side, all of Tomita Squad turned pale when they heard that the enemy moving southward was one-battalion strength. The whole strength of Ramree Garrison was merely one battalion. A simple calculation told them that the vanguard must take on an opponent eighteen times larger. Kasuga understood why the sergeant major was so thankful for even one machine gun.

The sergeant major did not want to intimidate the HMG guys, who had

kindly come to strengthen his forces. He humored them, saying, “I heard engineers had destroyed all the bridges in the village and had laid mines between Ondaw and Gonchwein. So those damned tanks can’t come here. That’s good, because we don’t have any armor-piercing mines here right now.” And with that the sergeant major returned to his position hurriedly.

“Has the platoon commander cheated us, Sarge?” Hirono said abruptly.

Tomita made a sour face. “Yeah, I think so. That stinker probably fawned on the company commander. He might recommend making us the sacrifice. It’s one of that grinder’s daily point-scorings.”

Tomita Squad set the machine gun at the very left wing of the first line. A clearing offered a good view in front of them, and they could see defoliated woods beyond that. Kasuga pointed the gun at the hem of the woods, into where the left-curving defile vanished. Then a rifleman squatting right next to them cried out. “Enemy sighted in front!”

But Kasuga couldn’t see beyond the corner because some tree trunks blocked his view. He released the safety on the gun by twisting the trigger button. He scrutinized the woods carefully and felt his eyes throb with pain, thanks to the tension of facing a real battle. Before long, his aching eyes captured some moving figures on the road through the woods. They were British soldiers. Though each man held a rifle at the ready, they were all standing upright. Nobody was crouch-ing or deploying. They came straight toward them in a close formation. Kasuga didn’t know whether they were brave or stupid. Tomita whispered while peering through his binoculars. “Don’t shoot yet. Those trunks are in the way. Wait until they finish rounding the corner.”

Suddenly the shrill crack of rifle fire shattered the quiet. Somebody at the right wing must have been unable to tolerate the tension any longer.

“What a mess! A damned greenhorn shot without asking. Haven’t they been told to wait for a sweep of HMG?” Tomita gritted his teeth with anger.

But it was too late. He had no time to feel angry. The British dispersed in the twinkling of an eye; the Japanese had to attack ahead of the enemy vanguard. But the enemy fired first. The clatter of hostile light machine gun fire started in the woods, and streaks of bullets stuck into the clearing, kicking up dust. The British vanguard apparently had a Bren gun. With reinforcements joining, the enemy gunfire soon became fiercer. Kasuga realized that a shower of bullets had been fired in his direction. Although they all wanted to fire back, no one could pin-point the enemy lineup. Attackers and defenders had completely changed positions in a short period of time. Panic-stricken, Kasuga clung to the grips.

“Hey, Kasu, can you see that bamboo thicket at about two o’clock?” A vigorous and confident voice rose in the middle of the Bren gun’s reports. It was Tomita.

Kasuga squinted his eyes and saw a small, dense thicket growing low bamboos.

“Yes, I can.”

“Fine! Now, deliver thirty rounds in there, right? Hit the front of the bamboo thicket! It’s about one hundred meters away!”

Kasuga readjusted an elevation and repeated back the order. “Distance, one hundred meters. Right!”

“Fire!”

At Tomita’s command, Kasuga pushed the trigger.

Spitting out yellow muzzle fire, the model ninety-two heavy machine gun roared. Its low-pitched stuttering sound, characteristic of the model, echoed throughout the area. Kasuga frantically hammered away, almost blindly. He delivered some rounds with his eyes shut. However, after he had emptied all the rounds on the strip, the enemy light machine gun had gone silent. A hush had fallen over the clearing and the woods.

Suddenly a scream burst out from the thicket. Someone was yelling something in English. The British might have suffered some casualties. The scream continued, and another shout went up. Certainly the enemy LMG men had been lurking in that very thicket. Tomita’s eyes had been searching for the enemy position while all others had flinched from the vehemence of the barrage. Kasuga was impressed with Tomita’s coolness.

“It’s getting darker now, Hirono,” Tomita said. “Hit it with more tracers this time!”

Hirono quickly beckoned ammo bearers. Just when they were about to reload a spare strip, Kasuga heard a strange noise in the rising wind. A continuous sound pricked up his ears. Hirono was also straining to hear. The sound gradually got clearer; the two were surprised and looked at each other. It was the exhaust note of an engine. Tomita peeped into the binoculars. “Oh, shit! They have a tank! I wasn’t told about that!”

There was no need to wait around. They had already seen a thick cloud of dust rising up over the woods, and they could hear the rattle of the tracks on the trail. “Hey, let’s pull back! Prepare for a crawl.”

Tomita ordered Kasuga and the other three gunners to drag their machine gun and flee to a safer zone. It was far beyond the management responsibility of Tomita, who was nothing more than a squad leader NCO. If things went wrong, what they were going to do might be considered desertion in the face of the enemy. It might well end up in a court-martial. Kasuga objected. “Can we retreat without permission?”

Tomita snapped, “You moron! Look around you!”

Kasuga looked around the battlefield. Soldiers at the left line were furiously packing equipment into their knapsacks, their faces stiff with fear. They were obviously preparing to retreat. Then he turned back and noticed some distant dead grass rustling unnaturally. Apparently some had already started pulling back in the wasteland. He looked further, only to see that the right wing nearer to the enemy front had emptied. He was astounded and looked up at Tomita.

Tomita said, “Now, listen! Those guys don’t have any armor-piercing mines. How do we cope with a damned tank? Tanks will aim at our machine gun first!”

“Kasu, do as you’re told right now, or the shells will come! I don’t want to do a banzai charge. Not in such a dismal place!” Hirono also hurried him. He had already begun pushing the rear carrying handle of the gun. There was no more time to think about options, orders, or strategy. Kasuga held the front handle of the tripod. Crawling, the four gunners managed to move the gun into the dead grass, out of sight. Everyone dropped back. But the bulk and weight of the machine gun hampered them. Crawling on wasteland made progress difficult.

Suddenly Kasuga noticed that all the riflemen around them had gone.

A tank gun was terrifying, for sure. But it was even more terrifying that he had been left behind in the middle of the front line. Kasuga was worried that at any moment an enemy soldier might break through the dead grass with a bayonet-attached rifle in his hands and charge at him. Everyone crawled without a saying a word. Finally Tomita broke the silence. “OK, boys, it seems safe now. Change to four-man conveyance.”

Members timidly stood up by ones and twos. They saw some windmill palms standing along the defile through dead grass. They remembered them well. It was the very place where the stocky NCO had spoken to them. Hill 353 wasn’t far from there.

Kasuga held the tripod with the other three gunners. Shouting together in a harmony, they lifted it up on their shoulders like a mikoshi, the portable shrine of their homeland. When Kasuga braced himself to resist its weight, a howling sound rang out. It was the whiz of a rushing cannonball ripping the air.

He cast a hasty glance backward, and he saw what looked like a high-explosive shell, discharged by an enemy tank gun, exploding on the far bank with a tremendous roar. It was exactly where Tomita Squad had positioned the machine gun before moving it. All were transfixed at the sight. More shells burst there in a row before their eyes. The dry field caught fire at once. Bright flames rose into the sky. Its color was dark and deep, and Kasuga didn’t know the sunset until he saw it.




When Second Lieutenant Yoshihisa Sumi woke up, dusk had fallen. He hurriedly propped himself up. First Class Private Takahashi came into the cell, just as he had ordered.

“We’re all ready for departure, Lieutenant. We’d like to ask for your advice,” said Takahashi.

“How are the boats?”

“We got them, and they’re moored at the mouth of the Taungup River. The party is also assembling there now.”

Sumi leaped to his feet and snatched his sword and the Nambu fourteen pistol from the bedside.

“Take me to the place quickly!”

When the two came out of the old temple, clouds in the western sky were dyed in blazing orange. Night was just around the corner, causing Sumi to fret.

Kicking up dust, the two ran along the dry coast road, dented badly by oxcarts. They came down a grassy knoll facing the river mouth and cleared a small bank. Then a rather wretched settlement burst into view. It was the town of Taungup. Every house facing the water had a raised foundation, built above the surface.

As Takahashi had said, all the members of the group were standing together in an open space where local bazaars sometimes took place. Sergeant Kokichi Shimizu confirmed their arrival and commanded all to fall in line in a perfunc-tory manner. Sumi called Superior Private Yoshioka and Pondgi.

“How many boats did you get?”

“Five, sir. We also got a Burmese steersman for each,” answered Yoshioka.

“Good! Take me to where they are.”

Following the two, he passed through meandering alleys between many scruffy private houses and reached the waterfront.

The five boats were moored at a floating bridge installed to connect several elevated houses. All were rather crude sportfishing boats with no special equipment. Each hull was small, and the loading capacity was limited to about twenty men for each. However hard it would be, the soldiers would have to pack themselves in like baggage. Sumi also noticed that all five were very ragged and old.

Almost all the paint had long since worn off. And the diesel engines were no more than patchy conversions from British secondhand trucks.

Sumi was disappointed.

Pondgi said nonchalantly with a carefree smile, “Master Sumi, are you worried because the ships are old? They are surely old, but they are well maintained. The engines are powerful, and the steersmen are trained, the same as Japanese soldiers. They know the Burmese seas, and they go everywhere.”

Sumi forced a smile and then thanked them for their efforts. “Well done. You did a good job in this short time. I’m pleased to get such nice boats.” It wasn’t a dig. Nothing was more important than a fast departure.

Sumi returned to the open space and heard Shimizu report that his men had completed all preparations: provisions, arms, ammunition, medical supplies, Burmese attire for disguise, and so forth. Everything was ready. They said Second Lieutenant Kakegawa, Sumi’s sidekick from the same reserve officer candidate school, had come from the 121st Infantry Regiment HQ and even taught them how to use the Sten gun. Due to deficiencies in nine-millimeter pistol cartridges, live firing exercises had been short, but every tankette gunner had learned it.

Sumi was delighted at the news, to say nothing of Kakegawa’s favor.

Also, two signalmen with a type five transmitter-receiver had come from Tankette Fifth Company HQ to join them, thanks to Captain Yoda’s generosity. In addition, Pondgi introduced a thin Burmese to Sumi. His name was Manboy.

Manboy said he knew the Heywood Channel well and would like to pilot them.

Sumi approved without reluctance.

However, they had ended up with a big group of sixteen: one commander, one vice-commander, twelve rank-and-files including two signalmen, and two Burmese. Considering they must take in garrison soldiers on their way back, he saw the number as too big. Sumi remembered Takahashi, his batman, was an only son and the heir of a farmhouse. He took off his sword silently and handed it over to Takahashi. “When you go back to the unit, put this in my trunk.”

Takahashi realized that his commander was leaving him behind. “Please, take me with you, Lieutenant,” Takahashi pleaded in an almost tearful voice. Sumi shook his head dryly. If Takahashi should get killed, the line of his family would die out.

“No. This duty is too tough for a greenhorn like you. And listen, everybody. A long-distance march is ahead of us. We don’t need the old holding us up.” Sumi picked two elder draftees among them. Each of them managed a household.

“You’d better leave the party. From now, you are under the command of First Squad. Right?”

All three said they wanted to go, but Sumi didn’t listen to their protests. He knew full well they were delighted to escape from a dangerous duty. Still, they had to make it seem as though they were disappointed. It was the etiquette of the armed forces.

Shimizu suggested that Sumi carry a sword, but Sumi turned a deaf ear to his advice. Every Japanese officer obtained a sword at his own expense and boastfully dangled it from a belt. Even a Navy admiral carried a sword as a matter of course, the dress code required it. Sumi didn’t like that and even thought it absurd. He could never understand why the Navy, whose battles were centered on operating machines, needed swords. Anyway, a Japanese sword was unfit for a Burmese disguise.

He clasped his leather belt again. With his ancestral sword detached, it was much lighter now, which also lightened his mind somewhat. Even if he were to die on the foreign island, his family’s precious sword could return home and not fall into enemy hands.

Everything was ready. He looked over the faces of his crew. “I’m going to report to the company commander. As soon as I’m back, we’ll move out. Change clothes and wait for me at the floating bridge.”

The sun had set, and the dark water of the Taungup River flowed quietly.

When Sumi arrived at the 121st Infantry Regiment HQ, Captain Yoda wasn’t there, unfortunately. But it was soon arranged that Colonel Nagashima, the 121st Infantry Regiment commander, would meet with him to get a report instead. An orderly guided Sumi to a shack, which seemed like his office. There he found a map of Ramree Island pinned up on a wall. It was a detailed one, drawn on a scale of one to fifty thousand. Many signs and arrows, standing for the courses of both armies, were scribbled on it in colored pencil. The complexity of interwoven red and blue lines showed the agony of a commander who had gotten by in difficult situations.

A few minutes later, Colonel Nagashima came into the shack. He was a tall man who wore glasses and had a gentle look. A flame of a taper on an old writing desk reflected on his lenses.

After listening to Sumi’s report, Nagashima said calmly, “The garrison has often offered opinions. Their main intention is defending the island to the death by guerilla wars. But I don’t want to let them do it. Here we made every effort to minimize the death toll. The garrison commander will carry out the creek-crossing operation on the night of the eighteenth, the day after tomorrow. I have already requested the Fifth Air Division to dispatch aircraft that day.

Although enemies are swarming around in the sea and on land, I want you to make it out with the garrison and save as many of them as possible.”

He continued, “To tell you the truth, I’m sorry to force such a duty on an officer like you, however supreme the division order may be.”

Concerned for Sumi, Nagashima gave him three packs of cigarettes.

After leaving the HQ, Sumi reflected on Colonel Nagashima’s words under twinkling stars. He thought it was lucky for Ramree Garrison to have such a commander. The fate of every soldier rested on his commander. In those days, many friendly garrisons had been wiped out after resisting until death in Pacific solitary islands like Attu or Leyte. Even soldiers in Burma circulated rumors about those terrible scenes and feared they might follow the same fate.

Ramree, in fact, wasn’t a solitary island like those on the Pacific Ocean. It was closer to a holm or a bottomland, rather than an island. But it made no difference either way. Removed from the main force by the steep mountains of Arakan and the countless creeks, it was the same isolated front line.

The agony of the garrison was much the same. No matter how ridiculous the order to swim across a sea full of enemies might be, being part of a rescue would be much better than being annihilated helplessly. Sumi couldn’t deny that he had received a significant duty in the very battlefield where destruction and massacres were everyday affairs.

“Listen, men! Our destination is Ramree Island. We head there to help Second Battalion of the 121st Infantry Regiment evacuate to the mainland!”

Sumi loudly briefed members of the rescue party standing in a row. Everyone had disguised himself as a Burmese, putting on a white shirt and wrapping around a lungi, the tubular loincloth that was part of Burmese clothing culture.

Their faces were well tanned, and only their eyes gave away their hesitation. With Sten guns under their arms, they gave an impression of statelessness rather than Burmese.

“Let’s go soon, Lieutenant. If we’re strolling around in these latest fashions, we’ll get shot by our comrades,” said Yoshioka.

Indeed he was right. Now the honorable Imperial Army soldiers couldn’t take on a rescue action without a wacky disguise.

Sumi was astonished to learn from one of the steersmen that many British-Indian troops had gathered up near the Cape of Amou, the intended landing point, a few days before. Sumi knew an enemy of two-battalion strength had landed the cape on January 30, but he also heard it had advanced further inland without constructing any beachheads there. The steersman reported that the troops had been leveling off an open area near a neighboring village named Kyauknimaw, to which Sumi let out a groan. “They’re making an airfield.”

It was too dangerous to plunge into an airfield where the enemy must certainly be on the alert. Sumi’s initial plan to break through the east coast at a stretch from the Cape of Amou to Yanthitgyi, the shortest course to be taken, was now useless. He hadn’t prepared any other landing points. However, Manboy assured him that Uga had sound piers. Uga was a small village southwest, facing the Cheduba Strait. Sumi changed his plan and chose Uga. As a matter of course, the enemy might have already occupied there. He couldn’t deny that possibility but had no other option. He chose Uga partially out of despair.

Crew members piled into the boats, and the steersmen started the engines.

Clamorous sounds and irritating exhaust fumes encircled them. Sumi’s number one boat took in Pondgi, Manboy, and Lance Corporal Yoshitake, the stout, crack hand with a machine gun. Manboy asked Sumi whether they should turn on navigation lights after he had discussed something with the steersman.

“Light it as far as Tai Island. We’re fishermen going night fishing. Why do we have to be on the sly?” Sumi said bluntly, as if he had persuaded himself, and directed the steersman with gestures.

The other boats turned on their navigation lights one after another, following the first boat’s lead, throwing a blurry, orange light over the crew’s tense faces.

The fleet slowly disembarked from the floating bridge and began slithering on the pitch-dark surface.

The boats’ speed was as slow as a human could walk. Yoshitake worried. “Can we really get to Ramree with these snails?”

But the boats sang a different tune when they left the estuary. The steersmen might have increased the engines’ output, because all the boats started cutting through the waves. Spray fell on both sides. Sumi and Yoshitake, sitting on the taffrail, received a lot of it and took cover behind the cabin.

Yoshitake seemed to get excited at the high speed, and cracked a joke, his big body shaking with laughter. “Here’s some special news from front lines! Sumi task force is advancing on the Indian Ocean and sweeping everything before it!”

But Sumi was worried that enemies might hear the roar of engines permeating through the darkness and come on them at any moment. He couldn’t enjoy it like Yoshitake.

However, Sumi was surprised and pleased with the boat’s incredibly high speed. He realized that when Second Lieutenant Okada had said, “It can run away from even a destroyer,” it was at the very least not a barefaced lie. He wanted to ask the steersman how many knots the boat was making. But the boat kept shaking fiercely and throwing almost everything on board into the air, so Sumi was preoccupied with clinging onto the cabin’s frame.

As Pondgi said, the steersman knew the sea well. He steered confidently, and remained silent, except for some short briefings with Manboy. When they had navigated under the starry sky for almost five hours, the exhaust and the speed suddenly decreased.

“Hey! What’s the matter?” Sumi questioned the steersman, with Pondgi trans-lating. “Is anything wrong?”

“No, he says we’ve made it to Tai Island, Master,” said Pondgi.

Sumi strained his eyes. The black shadow of the uninhabited island loomed on the starboard bow. “Turn off the navigation light!” commanded Sumi. All the warm color around them stopped abruptly, leaving only the deepening darkness over the fleet.

Sumi asked, “How long does it take us to get to Uga from here?”

“In two hours or less. Manboy says we can take the good tide,” Pondgi replied.

Sumi was satisfied with this smooth progress and looked at his watch. Its luminous dial dimly indicated one o’clock in the morning.

The next moment, a distant burr reached his ears. No sooner had he realized it, than a big shadow brushed over the boat. He looked up and saw distinctive oval tail fins. It was a B-24 heavy bomber. And then came another and another.

Because of the darkness, he couldn’t count an accurate number, but it looked like a fair formation of no less than an air regiment. The bombers flew so low that he could discern the silhouette of machine guns. If it spat fire, it would be all over for them.

Everybody froze on the spot, surrounded by the whir of propellers. Feeling only cold sweat trickle down his sides from his armpits, Sumi said, “Go at full speed as soon as the bombers go. Can the others follow us without navigation lights?”

Pondgi answered, “This steersman says it’s OK. The others also know the sea.”

Sumi gave a slight nod. He got very thirsty and picked up his canteen. He felt as though a long time had passed. The flock of B-24s flew toward Rangoon. He could see nothing but stars in the sky. Everybody drew a deep breath.

It almost seemed a miracle they hadn’t gotten strafed. What if they had delayed turning off the lights? Thinking about that, Sumi was naturally forced to give thanks for their sheer luck and said, “Well, we can’t waste even a minute now. Uga at full throttle!”

The fleet turned sharply in the darkness, one after another, and went north toward the Cheduba Strait, emitting reassuring exhaust notes. The speed was faster than ever, half-swamping the deck with sea spray.

After a while, the vague silhouette of a considerable island appeared. It was Ramree Island. Sumi clenched his hands into fists. Beside him, Yoshitake and Pondgi were jostling about excitedly.

The west coast facing them had many shallow beaches, so they could get stranded if they came too close. The fleet fixed its course toward the northwest and navigated along the coast.

Several distant lights came into view, apparently from some settlements on the shore. As the boats drew nearer, they could see piers, floating bridges, and many boats moored there.

Sumi heaved a sigh of relief and said, “Is that Uga?”

“Yeah, Uga, Uga, Japan master,” the steersman replied. His smiling face looked relieved as he deftly manipulated the steering wheel and pulled the boat into a vacant floating bridge. Manboy agilely leaped to the bridge and moored the boat without delay. Soon the rest made port, one by one. At that moment, the Sumi rescue party had succeeded in landing on Ramree Island.

Sumi ordered the signalmen to telegraph their arrival. Then he went alone to the main street, running from south to north, and scrutinized the road with a flashlight. There was no trace of jeeps or tanks. Enemies hadn’t been here yet. Feeling at ease, he returned to the pier.

Judging from the map, they had to break through mountainous terrain to get to Yanthitgyi. It would take two days at least. A round trip would take four days.

Adding two more days to it for contingencies, he figured it would cost six days in all. At first glance, there was no sign that enemy planes had strafed the ten or so miscellaneous fishing boats moored at the pier. It seemed possible to slip the five rescue boats inconspicuously for a time. Sumi called Yoshioka and ordered him to keep watch on their precious boats until the party returned. There was no insurance against the steersmen leaving the boats unattended. So Sumi reminded him to keep tabs on the Burmese.

“Understood, Lieutenant! If the locals get suspicious and ask me why we stay here, I’ll talk around it,” the cheerful, good-looking Yoshioka replied with an air of confidence.

Sumi decided to leave Manboy behind. He knew he must entrust Manboy to pilot a return sail. He also made the two signalmen concentrate on receiving duties. He judged that their heavy and bulky transmitter-receiver would be quite cumbersome in a mountain trek.

“We all wish you Godspeed,” Yoshioka said.

The remaining four saluted and watched the party of nine, led by Second Lieutenant Sumi, disappear into a dark mountain.

Despite the tropical climate, a night in the mountains was chilly and wrapped in sheer silence, interrupted only by sudden, uncanny birdcalls. The Sumi rescue party was quietly ascending a game trail. It was a forced march, because they had to advance as far as possible by dawn. When they came to a fork, Sumi shone his flashlight at the map. The left trail should lead to the position where some part of Fifth Company had held fast, with their only precious twenty-five PDR field gun, since the end of January.

Shimizu came to him. “What should we do, Lieutenant? Do we go there?”

“No, even if we go now, we’ll find nobody but enemies there,” Sumi answered, and he took the right trail in the fork, closer to Yanthitgyi.

Going through Hill 306, this pass would merge into Payadgi-Ramree Road, connecting Ramree Town, the second largest in the island, and Payadgi Plain.

This road would have been widened by construction of the enemy airfield, since their troops would be using it heavily. Sumi could tell that crossing that road would be one of the operation’s hardest tasks.

The party advanced again.

Sergeant Shimizu and several other crew members had fought in the 1937

China Incident. That battle had led to this long war. In the winter of that year, they all had been fighting hard in North China against Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese Nationalist Army, while Japanese parallel forces had been slaughtering many civilians in Nanking or Shanghai. The Chinese Army had already been combat-hardened and even equipped with modern cannons, quite ironically imported from Germany, the alliance of Japan. Shimizu and others had gotten beaten up by the Chinese there, so they knew how to move amid enemies. Without Sumi’s order, everyone changed into sandals to avoid having their boots make noisy footsteps.

Sumi and his men couldn’t hear any gunshots. Their own soft treading were the only sounds in the weird tranquility, making them wonder whether any battle had taken place on that island.

When daybreak came near, the soldiers heard clamorous sounds from a clump of trees. Something was crying eerily, and it echoed through the forest. Sumi had no way to tell whether it was a monkey or a bird. Then he noticed a white streak lighting up the lower eastern sky. Shortly, the game trail through Hill 306 went gently downhill to Ramree Plain.

He thought of the physical strength of his crew. They had taken a nap the previous morning, but some of them vomited badly on the way due to fatigue from seasickness and the forced march. Clearly they had to take a rest.

The trail joined a meandering dirt path and continued to descend. After a while, a brook not drawn on the map appeared to their right. It was a tributary of one of the rivers draining into Kalaidaung Creek. Its water was dark and stagnant. A broad marsh spread out everywhere on the right bank, except for thin mud streaks that hemmed the water. Sumi looked around carefully. He could see clearly through the marsh. Even if any enemy should approach, he would be easy to spot. Besides, surrounding trees protected them from being seen from the air.

It was suitable for making a stop. “We’ll make a long halt here. Have a bite and sleep a little, all of you,” ordered Sumi.

Released from the long march at long last, the crew breathed freely again.

They found a dry part of the ground and sat. Immediately, everyone rummaged his haversack and crammed a rice ball into his mouth. However, Pondgi set out walking along the mud bank alone and inspected the ground.

“What’s up, Pondgi? Do you want to crap here? Are you searching like a dog?”

Yoshitake asked.

Everyone giggled. But Pondgi didn’t crack a smile, even a bit. Then he

returned to face Sumi in a determined manner. “Master Sumi. Here is no good.”

“Why?” Sumi asked with a laugh, but he soon became serious. “Why do you think so?”

“Crocodiles are coming,” Pondgi said.

“Crocodiles?” It didn’t make sense to Sumi. He even thought of drawing his Nambu fourteen, fearing that Pondgi was speaking metaphorically of enemies.

“I can’t see any crocs now,” Yoshitake said. “Where on earth are they?”

“In the river. That’s why you can’t see them. But there are many traces of them around. They must have used this spot for sunbathing.”

Pondgi approached the edge, still timidly, and pointed down. Sure enough, there was a strange print etched in a strip on the mud. Its width was well over one meter, and the surface was churned up. It looked like a huge serpent had wriggled about in the mud. The center part was depressed deeply, which told of the incredible weight of its creator. Observing the area carefully, they spotted more traces of the same kind.

Subtle unrest spread among the soldiers.

“A lizard-like animal at the most. Nothing much at all. We all are in Army!

Why should we fear it?” Shimizu suddenly blustered.

Then Yoshitake followed him. “That’s right! Does it shoot at us with an automatic rifle? Can it use those damned Hurricanes or tanks and attack us like Engli bastards do? We have guns!”

A superior private named Morioka then cut in. Morioka was a talkative fellow who had been a primary school teacher. “A Burmese croc is a saltwater crocodile, I think,” he said. “Burmese and African Nile crocodiles are fierce and known as man-eaters. A big one reportedly reaches seven meters in length and one ton in weight. If that kind pounces on us, guns are useless. There will be no hope to survive.”

Pondgi followed him. “Yes, Master Morioka is right. The crocs are hiding out and waiting for us all in this very water! This is a croc’s lair. Very dangerous.

They are watching us from somewhere we can’t see them, because we are in great numbers. But if somebody goes near the water alone, they’ll certainly catch and devour him.”

Nobody had anything more to say after that.

Sumi had read about crocodiles in some book on the ancient civilization of Egypt. He could remember the paragraph well.

“In the Old Kingdom, Sebek, the crocodile-headed deity, was a god who governed the night and the darkness and often beckoned the ruling pharaohs to the underworld. Sebek was broadly worshipped throughout ancient Egypt and was believed to have powers of reviving the sight and senses of the dead. People took crocodiles as his vassals there, handled them gently, and even adorned them with gold ornaments sometimes. When one of these special crocodiles died, people mummified it elaborately and placed it in a decent coffin.”

The book stated that Sebek and Horace, the god of war, were buried in a temple constructed in a place named Kom Ombo, in the suburbs of Aswan, Upper Egypt, and visitors could observe various mummies of deified crocodiles there.

But, sadly, that was all Sumi knew about crocodiles. He had never seen one.

“Well, men. Don’t go near to the water’s edge. Come on back here. Is it all right, Pondgi?” Sumi urged the soldiers to pay attention and gathered them near the road. He let them sit beside the path, after one of them stood sentinel to keep an eye over the area.

“Have a break here. Anyway, we know nothing about crocodiles. Tell us about them, Pondgi,” Sumi said while he distributed the cigarettes given to him by Colonel Nagashima to everybody.

Yoshitake said cheerfully, “What a blessing! A cigarette is a good sleeping pill for me. Now, start your pillow talk, Pondgi.”

Pondgi wasn’t good at articulating complex topics such as ecology or biology.

However, Morioka, who was versed in animals, came to his rescue. Having regained their composure, the other soldiers listened as they relaxed.

Saltwater crocodiles live widely in the tropics, from eastern India to the western Pacific, and prefer relatively tranquil water, whether in the river or in the sea.

They are gigantic, as Morioka said—maybe the biggest reptile of them all. The croc naturally reigns at the top of the food hierarchy. Although fundamentally a solitary animal, crocodiles sometimes herd together in between breeding seasons.

They say a crocodile has acute senses of sight and hearing. The pupil of its eye is set vertically like a cat’s. It can see prey in dead darkness and is sharp-nosed, as well. It is easy for a crocodile to smell faint scents of blood far away, so it can locate other animals even in muddy water with poor visibility.

A crocodile fixes its aim and skillfully hides its huge trunk under water, leaving only its eyes and nostrils inconspicuously on the surface. Then it approaches its prey slowly and silently. Once the prey enters the effective range, the crocodile pounces upon it with lightning speed. The power of its jaws is enormous. It can crush the skulls of cattle easily. If the croc doesn’t kill its prey on the spot, it immediately drags the prey into the water and suffocates it.

Quite contrary to its gigantic body, its stomach is small. A crocodile can’t swallow its prey in one gulp like a snake does. It drags the kill to a favorite place and hides it there. Then it savors the half-rotten meat bit by bit, leisurely tearing it off with sharp teeth. Though the kill is hidden, in the case of a big carcass, its odor and blood soon attract other crocodiles, creating a herd. As they rush at the prey and fall over one another, it causes quite a commotion. However, it’s not a hindrance for them all. It is often preferable to tear off pieces while the prey is held firmly on the other side. So these banquets hardly develop into scuffles.

They say that locals in the coastal area of Burma often disappear abruptly while scrubbing or washing. More than a few incidents happen every year. They vanish suddenly in most cases, although body parts of the missing persons are found later, torn unpleasantly on some occasions. Locals believe this is the work of crocodiles.

Pondgi said his uncle had been missing for three years after having gone to a mangrove near Sandoway to set weirs. All the family had gone out to search for him many times, but the only thing they had ever found was his masterless sampan adrift on a creek.

This was all quite inappropriate for pillow talk. Sumi was overwhelmed by the fact that such formidable animals inhabited the Burmese waterfront.

As Shimizu said, the Army usually didn’t fear crocodiles and other animals; their purpose was to murder troops. Compared with modern weapons, which could burn up a city in an instant, an animal was next to nothing, however fierce it might be. When this war broke out, soldiers were more ferocious than now.

Some might have wanted to kill a croc and eat it if things hadn’t changed. But now the whole situation had changed completely.

Enemies cornered them with material superiority. Starvation and fatigue gnawed at every soldier not issued enough weapons to defend himself. Darkness and only a few geographic advantages were all the refuges left for the Japanese, but their soldiers truly controlled neither.

Sumi recalled Sebek again.




Minoru Kasuga was dreaming of a day when he had been a schoolboy. He had been playing with his friends at a Hachiman shrine after school, as usual.

His hometown had a splendid shrine surrounded by tall cedars. It even had a hall for Noh performance in the precinct. Locals not only respected it as a religious institution but utilized it as a festive center of their community. For chil-dren, it was their favorite playground. They used to spend time there until sunset, playing every kind of game like tag or hide-and-seek.

In the dream, he had brandished a twig like a sword and had run after one of his schoolmates. They had played swashbuckling ninja. But his friends had disappeared from view, one by one, as if they had become real ones. And he had been left alone at dusk. Feeling uneasy, he had walked along to the shrine.

To a lone child, the presence of the shrine and the holy territory had been getting stronger than ever. And the shrine had one thing that had always frightened him.

The shrine was reportedly built in the latter period of the Tokugawa, a medi-eval time of samurai governance. It had many reliefs under its eaves. Mythologi-cal sacred animals, such as Chinese lions and phoenixes, had been splendidly carved. A dragon on the front architrave was a true masterpiece among them. A carver of considerable ability must have made it.

But it had scared him. He had understood it was merely an imaginary creature carved out of wood. Yet it had been so lifelike to his eyes that he couldn’t help feeling it real.

He had fearfully looked up the architrave. The dragon had been there as usual.

Clad in whiffs of clouds, it had clawed the air with its sharp, pointed talons. It had been a monster. Its iris-less eyes had appeared to shine, in spite of its natural wood surface. Its nostrils had seemed ready to steam at any moment.

He had gradually been possessed by a delusion that the dragon might come out of the relief. If it happened, the dragon would kill him and tear his body to pieces on the spot.

Unfathomable fear had begun gnawing at him. The harder he had tried to control his increasing pulse rate, the more alive the dragon had become, as if it read his thoughts. Suddenly, he had come to believe it was not a delusion anymore, but a sheer reality.

The scales that had never been anything more than a wooden crafted work had trembled. The cloud twining around its four limbs had become translucent and emitted white, hazy light. Then, he had been astounded to see the long, stout tail wiggle.

A real dragon must have waited in the shape of the relief to catch some prey here. After seeing him, it must have been revealing its true colors. He had immediately tried to run away, but his feet had disobeyed his will and hadn’t moved, as if nailed on the ground.

All of a sudden, he had heard a strange voice, deep and serene: “Don’t be afraid. A dragon surely looks fierce. But it is Buddha’s vassal chastising evil.”

When he had looked again, the dragon had lost its shine. It had had no vitality at all. It had been nothing more than a weathered, musty relief. He had breathed easily again and looked around. The evening twilight had been gradually surrounding the shrine, as usual. It had almost been time to go home. Relieved from fear, he had become thirsty. He had strolled down the approach and headed for a water fountain beside the gate.

The donator of this shrine had most likely been a considerable dragon lover.

The spout of the fountain was also a dragon’s head. It was a cast statue full of ver-digris. Clear water had trickled ceaselessly from it into the basin.

He had picked up one of wooden dippers from the basin. Right at the moment he had begun filling it with water, he had seen the statue open its eyes.

Both had glittered in pure gold. Then he had sensed the dipper taken violently from his hand. When he flinched and drew back a few steps, it had no longer been a statue. A long trunk had appeared from the rock base of the spout and had wriggled to get out of it. Its innumerable scales had emitted a pale green light.

He had frozen on the spot. The dragon had breathed out sharply, as if threatening him. The bridge of its nose had wrinkled deeply. It had been a clear sign of hostility.

When it had bared its fangs, rows of sharp teeth had shattered the dipper.

Sensing danger, he had stepped back further. But he had had no chance. The dragon had raised its head and charged at him with lightning speed.

He had been resolved to the fact that he would die. But at the moment the fangs had been about to bite at him, he had heard another voice from nowhere apparent again: “Wake up, Kasu! How long are you going to sleep?”

It was a voice of Superior Private Hirono, the loader of HMG Tomita Squad.

His dreams always ended the same way. Strangely, he had had the same dream ever since the Army had drafted him.

In his hazy view, Kasuga found Hirono frowning at him. Then behind Hirono, he saw some of their ammo bearers sleeping at the bottom of the trench, where the sun was relentlessly blazing down. The men showed clear signs of total exhaustion on their faces, which were smudged with sweat and dirt.

Kasuga could enjoy the cool filling the trench when he came off sentry and went to sleep in the early morning. But now it was gone, replaced by stifling heat.

No wonder he’d had such a nightmare. Even his trousers were wet with sweat.

“Sorry, but Sarge told me to wake you up and set you on the gun.”

“Right now?”

“No need to hurry. Hey, you sweat a lot. Are you all right? If you’re hungry now, I’ll give you some noodles. Let’s eat.”

Hirono took out his mess kit and served boiled noodles on the tray. Kasuga gave thanks and ate them with his hands. He had lost his own chopsticks long ago in the confusion. The noodles were lukewarm and only seasoned with salt but tasted good because he had lost some salt by perspiring.

“Hirono, is there any sign of enemies?”

“I don’t know,” answered Hirono.

Kasuga asked again. “I’ve heard those riflemen were storming toward tanks when the enemy smashed HMG Arakawa Squad in the last battle. Why didn’t they use antitank guns?”

“How can I know that? I didn’t hear any of the friendly artillery, though I didn’t watch the battle myself. Even if we have any guns, that humongous tank is too much for our thirty-seven-millimeter gun. Engli don’t give a shit about it.”

“Where are our antitank guns then?”

“How am I supposed to know that? Maybe HQ saves them somewhere.

Somebody says they sent one or two toward Myinkhon Creek.”

“Why there?”

“It may be fighting against Engli gunboats there. Those damned enemies are going to cut our line of retreat and make us mice in a trap.”

“I see…”

“If they break through our line here, it’ll be terrible. Maybe a banzai charge or something worse is waiting for us all,” Hirono said as he slurped his noodles.

Kasuga had to understand how the enemies carried out their advance after they had completed the landing operation. According to Sergeant Tomita, this was a modern war, utilizing aircraft, battleships, artilleries, armors, and infantries in three-dimension tactics.

Airstrikes always reached their height when accompanied by the naval bombardments from destroyers sailing down the Bay of Bengal. Confronted with this ferocity, Japanese outposts made from palm logs were quite insignificant. Thus the enemy destroyed almost one-third of the defenses Kasuga and others had toiled to set up during their occupation, which would be a year and a half sometime this week. Artilleries opened fire, and a land force advanced on a full scale.

Struck by the heavy rain of bombs and shells, all Japanese soldiers, including Kasuga himself, could do nothing but bear it in the bottom of half-wrecked trenches. If the enemy had charged with bayonets, they might have stood a fair chance of having a good war. But the enemy’s first charge was with tanks, and the Japanese had no weapon able to contend with them.

After the Battle of Ondaw, Sixth Company pulled out of Hill 353 and continued moving southward. Casualties were relatively minimal. It was natural because the Japanese repeated retreats under cover of darkness every time strong enemies came up.

Kasuga had once been taken aback to hear Sergeant Tomita say delightfully just before one of those retreats, “How smart the Sixth Company commander is!

There’s a big difference between him and that shit-faced Binchoku, though both are officers of this same battalion.”

Tomita was a man with a reputation as a combat-hardened veteran. He had taken part in the Battle of the Great Wall, Rehe-sheng, China, and had been up against the ruthless attack of Chiang Kai-shek’s Regular Army there. While all others were retreating, Tomita had held the machine gun position alone and had kept firing at the rushing Chinese, which had kept their positions intact.

Kasuga had heard old regulars speculating many times about why Tomita

didn’t get the Order of the Golden Kite. He surely was worthy, thanks to the initiative he showed in Hill 353 when they had tried knocking P-38 interceptors out of the sky, or for the fact that he kept the composure in the Battle of Ondaw when the enemy started firing first.

But now the Sixth Company retreated like a moonlight flit. Tomita always made them set the gun further back than ordered, at his own sweet will. Even when they engaged with enemies, he was noncommittal and wouldn’t order them to open fire. Sometimes he even let the whole squad draw back from a designated position without Second Lieutenant Jinno’s permission.

Kasuga wasn’t sure whether the fact that Tomita Squad hadn’t suffered any casualties yet was thanks to him. Anyhow, he couldn’t believe the attitude of his squad leader.

Yet he also noticed days when Hirono tended to protect himself. Hirono was a big guy, well over six feet tall. He could lift a heavy barrel of machine guns as if it were nothing. He had a Judo black belt. Though Kasuga was slightly better in marksmanship, Hirono was more than a match at bayoneting skills or wrestling.

He was a strong warrior, without a doubt. But all of this man’s concern was limited to his own life. For weeks he had been worrying about a banzai charge.

Arakawa Squad, their fraternity under Jinno Platoon, went out to support tank-busters and got hit with a mortar shell. It killed three men, including the squad leader himself. It was natural for any man to flinch in terror. But they were fighting a war now. There was nothing for fearing death at that late date.

If the enemies got Ramree, sooner or later, they would also get the mainland.

Then Malaya and Java would be added to the list. If the British reopened the Burma Road blocked by the Japanese Army for a long time, a tremendous amount of supplies would flow into China. What would become of the Japanese Expeditionary Force fighting against heavy odds there? The Japanese Imperial Navy had already lost the Pacific. If the Army lost Indochina and China, it would get harder for the Japanese to retain even their homeland.

It was time to shield their land and families from the evil design of foreign sav-ages. However far they may flee, as long as their retreat is blocked—as Hirono says himself—there was nothing to do but resist. It was a little late to worry now.

The only thing needed was the fortitude to die silently. Kasuga thought he was prepared for it.

“Hey, you! What’re you doing here? Go back right away!” a raucous shout pierced the ears of two taking a rest after a meager lunch.

Kasuga looked back and found Second Lieutenant Jinno standing there. Jinno was excited. Since the machine gun of Arakawa Squad had been destroyed, Tomita’s was the only one under him now. So Jinno had stayed with Tomita Squad all the time for those several days, continuing to nag and pick holes in them, always hysterically, and making himself a real nuisance. Motivated by his cantankerous look, Kasuga and Hirono got up and began packing their bags. But Jinno abruptly ordered, “Leave your equipment here. We’ll move out soon.”

British-Indian forces had already brought the northern half of Ramree Island under control. A river named Yanbauk flowed across its central part. It almost divided the island into two pieces and drained into the Bay of Bengal. It was more of an estuary than a river, but everyone called it a river because of its impos-ing appearance: it was over fifty meters wide, stretching across the inland for miles. Utilizing this as a natural obstacle, Ramree Garrison had reset a defensive line along its south bank.

From January 26 to 27, enemy troops had intended to cross it forcibly by rubber raft near the mouth. Just when they were bogged down at the opposite bank, Seventh Company had intercepted it with machine guns and a twenty-five PDR field gun and beat it back successfully somehow. Everyone shouted for joy at this clear victory, but it was a passing delight. Soon the enemy rushed around the positions of Sixth Company.

A village named Payadgi lay at the eastern tip of the Yanbauk River. Considering it a point of strategic importance, the regiment had once set its HQ there until the fall of 1943. A barrier-free plain stretched eastward behind it toward Ramree Town, the second largest town on the island. Determined to stop the enemy from advancing into Ramree Town, Sixth Company now guarded Payadgi, together with Fifth Company, which came from the south as a reinforcement.

When Kasuga, Hirono, and Jinno arrived at the open emplacement in the eastern-most portion of the fire trench, Sergeant Tomita was standing beside their heavy machine gun with a tool box and a shovel—his usual items to set the gun—in his hands. Jinno stepped up to him, and they held a short discussion in subdued tones.

Then Tomita gave a command. “Prepare for disassembly conveyance!”

In the heat of early afternoon, the column led by Tomita went into a long stretch of hills where the roars of cannons had been getting louder and more fre-quent day by day. Jinno didn’t accompany them for some reason. Treading on the path silently, every soldier followed the man in front of him without knowing where he was going. No one spoke, or even thought. It was the easiest way to prepare to rush into a front line.

But Kasuga was an exception. Groaning under the heavy barrel, he didn’t stop thinking. He asked Tomita, who was walking ahead of him, “Sarge, why didn’t the platoon commander come with us?”

“Binchoku went to HQ to receive orders,” said Tomita.

Kasuga let out a deep sigh. It was a downright lie. What orders did Jinno need after he had sent almost all his subordinates in for the battle? It was sad to have a commander so wretched as to spare his own life. Naturally, Tomita should have the same feeling. Kasuga waited for his reply, but Tomita kept walking without comment. He had expected showers of name-calling, so Kasuga changed the topic reluctantly. “Where are we going, Sarge?”

“Mountain Maeda,” answered Tomita.

“A weird name.”

“Yeah, it’s a name of convenience for one of the platoon commanders guarding there. I don’t know the real one.”

Tomita’s back revealed some resignation. Kasuga understood well Mountain Maeda would be a decisive battlefield.

They had marched exclusively through jungles to avoid air raids for almost an hour. A hill suddenly came into view. Its presence was strong, as if the whole hill tensed up. Likely it was Mountain Maeda. A dense thicket abruptly dropped in the middle of the hillside; gales from the sea had probably affected it. From this point to the top, a meadow spread out greenly, in spite of the dry season.

No sooner had Kasuga seen the hill than a distant whiz came and blew part of the hill away. A tremor reached them with a deafening roar. Kasuga instinctively ducked his head. Then he saw the second shell explode at a hem of the thicket, throwing up many broken branches and dirt into the air.

When Tomita Squad finally arrived at the position set at the foot of the hill, shells had poured down the whole hill. Tomita hollered in the middle of loud reverberations, which sounded like a drum festival.

“We’re HMG of Jinno Platoon! Where is Sixth Company?”

“You said what? Sixth Company? We’re Battalion Gun!” hollered back a

bearded man sticking his head out from one of the foxholes.

Kasuga found a gun emplacement nearby. It seemed hastily made of sandbags.

And a toy-like howitzer had been placed demurely in its center.

Tomita said, “I know who you are! I’m just asking you where Sixth Company is!”

“I don’t know! Fifth and Sixth are so tangled up around here. Which officer do you need to get in touch with?” asked the bearded soldier.

“Second Lieutenant Ogino.”

“He’s on the east side. You’ll find a hill east of Mountain Maeda. It’s long and curved like a banana. He’s guarding a military road running between that mountain banana and here. Bear in mind, many mines are set on the road.”

Tomita Squad departed at once. Soon they found a firm game trail in the jungle east of Mountain Maeda and took it. Fortunately no shells hit that side; the hostile fire seemed concentrated on the west side of the hill. They got to the road in no time. East of the road, they could see a hill with ridges on both sides pushed out toward them. It looked like a banana, as the bearded man had said.

“I see some friends ahead!” said Hirono, the hawkeyed man. Soldiers numbering about one squad were running toward them through a sparse woods beside the road—probably drawing back from the front. All of Tomita Squad ran forward to meet them.

Tomita hollered, “Hi, guys! HMG’s coming!”

The man at the front of the group raised his head. Judging from the white sash across his chest, he was likely the squad leader. He gave some instruction to one of the soldiers by gesturing and then approached Tomita Squad alone. He was a small man with the insignias of a corporal. The bandage around his head was an indication that he had sustained wounds in battle.

“Which troop are you in?” Tomita asked him.

“Engineers. I was setting antitank mines on this military road ahead. But those Gurkha bastards in the point have electric detectors, so we’re just going back to HQ now.”

“How is the enemy?” Tomita asked.

“Oh! Really a hard nut to crack! Somebody said Engli were far weaker than Chinese. Damned nonsense! Anyway, nothing can be done until we get rid of those tanks. HQ has some flame throwers, and we’re on our way to fetch them.”

“A flame thrower? I didn’t know we had such a thing,” Tomita said. “It’s encouraging. Well, we’ve come to reinforce Ogino Platoon. Do you know where Ogino is?”

“Second Lieutenant Ogino of Sixth Company?” asked the engineer.

“Yeah, exactly!” replied Tomita.

“Already killed in action.”

“What?”

“A bomb hit him this morning. Though I don’t know who is commanding now, Ogino Platoon is still in the northeast part of Mountain Maeda. Go through the woods along the foot of this hill. It won’t take you long at all. Take care! May the war gods be with you all.”

Booms of cannons could be heard from beyond the hill. They could see a blood stain on the bandage of the corporal as he ran off. Even Kasuga felt ill at ease.

Making a wry face, Tomita said, “Binchoku didn’t know Ogino had been killed in action. News of an officer KIA half a day ago hasn’t reached the top yet. No doubt those brass hats are getting confused.”

Tomita Squad single-mindedly advanced through the sparse woods. Suddenly the view widened to an open field of dead grass. Everyone ran with a stoop not to be sighted. A large grass fire was burning on the far left side, probably caused by incendiaries dropped that morning. Watching the flame consume the dead grass, they turned left along the edge of the woods and went on.

“Halt! Who goes there? Identify yourselves!” somebody yelled at them unexpectedly in clear Japanese.

They turned around, reacting to this sudden challenge, and found a small bunker on their left. Two muzzles pointed at them from the dark hole. A bayonet fixed on each rifle was purposefully smeared with a cinder to reduce the possibility of being discovered due to light reflecting off the shiny surface.

“Hey, you kids!” Tomita bawled at the sentries. “Do you know who on earth you’re talking to? We are the HMG Tomita Squad! Announce us to your commander, pronto.”

“Please, wait here a minute,” the sentry said as he turned. The muzzles then disappeared.

The bunker seemed connected with a communication trench. Kasuga heard noisy footsteps of the soldier reporting. After a while, a suntanned man wearing a sword jumped out from a bush at the foot of the hill and came running toward them.

“It’s you, Keiichi Tomita! I’m glad to have you. Really glad to meet you here again!”

Tomita replied to the suntanned man, “Long time no see, Sergeant Ban. Are you the acting commander here? I would never have dreamed that.”

Kasuga felt a sense of relief that Tomita and this sergeant were acquainted. He knew it was not easy to make war beside utter strangers. But, with this chance meeting, Kasuga thought his squad leader would finally be pumped up enough to fight to the limit. Kasuga trembled with excitement.

Ban said, “A damned Consoli’s bomb hit and killed Second Lieutenant Ogino this morning. He was a nice officer. How cruel for such a young guy to get killed so easily. The bombing also slaughtered many draftees at the same time. Everyone had a wife and kids.”

Tomita nodded. “You bet.”

“But it’s encouraging to get your help. The enemy is attacking the west side of this hill. Some will come at us for sure, along that military road, before long. It’s a battle to avenge. If those disgusting tanks come, we’ll smash them by busting them at close range. An antitank gun is waiting for them east of the military road. It would give us a second string to our bow. Thank you for your support.”

Ban’s eyes were nearly filled with tears. And the hostile shelling never ceased during their conversation.

The place indicated by Ban was at a lower quarter of the hill. Kasuga found a covered bunker with an especially terrible roof. Somebody had made it using only bamboo-palisades and dirt. Ogino and his men had apparently made a drastic conversion in a hurry.

However, the position itself wasn’t so bad. If the enemy advanced along the military road, the sparse grove of teak beside the road would obstruct their field of vision for a period of time. Meanwhile, a gunner in the bunker could look out over not only the road but all the open field.

A model ninety-six light machine gun had been set in the emplacement, and two soldiers were busying themselves doing maintenance on it. When they watched Tomita Squad carry in and assemble its HMG, boyish smiles broke out on their dust-and-oil-smeared faces.

A fire trench dug in double extended ahead from left to right. It was dotted with the Ogino Platoon riflemen wearing camouflage nets covered with dead grass. Many bundles of armor-piercing mines laid beside them. Ban came running along the trench and climbed into the bunker. “Tomita, our scout has just come back. Indian troops with tank support are on their way on this very road, as expected. You and your men will provide cover,” said Ban.

Chances were good that this would be the last conversation between the two in this world. Tomita knew it well, and a rather sad smile appeared on his face.

“Leave it to me. I wish you good and long luck!” replied Tomita.

“You too!” Ban hollered. Then he turned and slithered down the slope with an animal agility, vanishing from their view in the twinkling of an eye. As if replac-ing him, a thick cloud of yellow dust rose on the other side of the grove. Kasuga held his breath.

Soaring and billowing, the yellow cloud gradually closed in and wrapped up the teak grove. A huge dark green mass loomed up from it. It was a figure of an enemy tank, which Kasuga was seeing for the first time.

Showing off their stout bodies—as big as two-storey houses and kicking dust up frantically—three tanks came dashing down the road. Judging from the seventy-five-millimeter main gun protruding from the body, it was not an M4, but an M3 type. Whichever it might be, the Japanese’s humble armor-piercing ammunition was no match. Hostile infantries advanced in a queue behind the tanks, hiding them in the cloud of dust—no less than two platoons.

“Fix bayonets!” A sonorous voice of command came from the lower right, followed by many clinking sounds.

Eight soldiers crept out by ones and twos from a trench at the front row. The party was led by two men, each holding a bamboo pole on which a model ninety-three mine was bound. The other six men were carrying bundles of armor-piercing mines. Everyone was stealthily crawling in grass toward the road to blow the tanks up. The others worriedly saw the tank-busters off, with their rifles at the ready in the trench.

An armor-piercing mine looked like a tortoise. Each of its four legs had a magnet, to stick the mine directly on the armor. However, specifications showed that a bundle of five mines was the minimum needed to destroy an M3 middle tank effectively. No one knew whether it was possible to stick the bundle five times heavier than normal to a moving armor properly. If it didn’t work, a soldier’s body would substitute for magnets.

Busting with a model ninety-three mine was much the same. A buster must sneak up to a tank and make it stamp on the mine by sticking the pole forward.

The only thing protecting his life from the explosion was the distance of a few meters, earned by the length of the bamboo pole. Either way, it was close to a suicide mission, but the Japanese had no other options anymore.

Suddenly the leading tank opened fire. The shell burst in the middle of the hill with an earsplitting sound. From the hole, Kasuga saw innumerable clods of earth pouring down. A few seconds later, a second shell exploded. This time, it was much closer to their bunker. The negative pressure blew off the feeble ceiling, and the broad sky appeared overhead. Two young LMG men got rattled. “Sergeant, do you want us to fire?” one of them asked.

Hirono answered back instead of Tomita. “Stupid! We’re still safe. Only a recon in force! They’ve not found this bunker yet.” Although scared, each member of Tomita Squad kept his composure.

As soon as Kasuga heard another kind of cannon’s roar rip the air from the direction of mountain banana, a sharp metallic sound reverberated ahead. The antitank gun, lurking somewhere in the east of the military road, had opened fire, though everyone had forgotten its existence until then. With low-pitched whizzes, armor-piercing, high-explosive shells hit the targets, one after another. The thick tank armors repelled them all, but this strike might have surprised them to some extent, since three tanks came to a sudden stop. Attendant infantries fled beyond the military road. Trying to find the position of the antitank gun, the leading tank sluggishly began turning to compensate for the narrowness of its firing angle. In the number two tank, an Indian man sticking his head out of the hatch was giving directions to the leading one in a loud voice. He was close enough to guarantee a perfect hit if somebody tried sniping from the bunker.

This gave the tank-busting soldiers a rare opportunity. As long as the tanks were stopped, they could carry out their mission much easier. Kasuga watched the scene in breathless suspense. Tomita spoke to him from behind. “Did you sight the gun on the road, Kasu?”

“Yes, I did,” replied Kasuga.

“Good. Be sure not to hit any friends. Aim higher than the bogie wheels of the tank.”

Kasuga held grips and stared at the road through the gun sight. Soon he saw the helmets of several Japanese tank-busters moving stealthily in the undergrowth of the grove. The spearheadhad already reached the foot of the first tank.

Quite unexpectedly, the enemy soldiers around the rearmost tank went into action. Almost all of the Indian soldiers kept squatting or lying on the ground, but some dared to thread their way through tanks and tree trunks. Pointing to the grove clearly, the leading guy was throwing his arm about. The enemy might have discovered the tank-busters. They shouldn’t allow the Indians to storm into the grove, so quick as a flash, Ban bellowed an order: “Fire!”

Each rifleman in the trench opened fire, jerking a bolt in a flurry. The Indians were frightened at the fusillade of Ogino Platoon and hurriedly fled in all directions.

“Don’t shoot yet!” Tomita warned.

Kasuga looked back. Tomita’s cool look indicated that he was seeking the best time to strike. He was holding back LMG men with his left arm stretching horizontally.

“If we fire rashly and by any chance those damned tanks retreat, our tank-busters will come to a standstill. They’ll die on their feet without success,” Tomita said.

The enemy, once panicked, had recovered its balance to find Japanese fire limited to mere not-so-fierce rifles. Hiding themselves behind tanks or the edge of the road, Indians started striking back vehemently with automatic rifles. A din of gunfire prevailed over the field. A painful scream burst out from the Japanese trench ahead, followed by a comrade’s frantic voice, calling out for a medic.

Taking advantage of every short pause of fire, several Indians came rushing to get into the grove. Everyone had a submachine gun, the superb weapon for a charge. It was the very moment Tomita had been waiting for, and he allowed them to attack. “Now! Let them have it!”

Kasuga silently pushed the trigger with both thumbs.

The ninety-two HMG howled again and again. The light machine gun also opened fire. High-pitched, lively clatters mixed with the bass stuttering of the HMG. Countless streaks of bullets crossed the field and descended upon the road.

Kasuga saw one of the Indians who had rushed toward the grove fall over, and the rest flew off in a hurry to hide themselves behind tanks. Then he whisked the muzzle a little and adjusted the line of fire on the turret of the second tank. While hearing the clinks of ricocheting bullets, he saw the Indian tank man falling down into the turret.

Kasuga continued pressing the trigger desperately.

The combined sweep from two machine guns was crushing. Hostile return fire stopped in a moment. The leading tank, which the antitank gun had diverted, seemed to notice them and began resetting its stance. The moment it turned back to them, something flashed at the foot of it, and an earth tremor traveled to the bunker. The tank didn’t stop turning around, trailing a streak of smoke from the mine blast. Wriggling like a gigantic serpent, the cut Caterpillar was coming off its bogie wheels. The tank had lost control of itself. It slithered down into a hollow beside the road and toppled over, crushing many saplings.

A great cheer went up from the soldiers of Ogino Platoon.

“Charge! Charge!” Ban’s command reached the bunker. It wasn’t certain how many tank-busters were wounded, but it was likely that at least the one buster who had succeeded in stalling the tank had been killed. They must capture the tank and deliver the finishing blow to the enemy to make his self-sacrifice worthwhile.

Kasuga turned his eyes to the field of dead grass.

“Hachiman!”

Chanting the name of ancient war god, Ogino Platoon charged. Many figures emerged from the trench. Led by Ban, who had already drawn his sword, the soldiers with bayonet-attached rifles made a dash for the grove in rows. But their destination had already gotten hazy with smoke; apparently an enemy soldier toward the rear, having witnessed his tank stall, had fired smoke shells into the grove.

On the left, the flames of incendiaries were getting stronger. If they dallied there more, they would be consumed by flame before the engineers came to their rescue with flame throwers.

It didn’t take long for the hostile fire to start again. Reinforced with Bren guns and Vickers water-cooled machine guns, which had rushed in to the front, it was more fierce than ever. A ruthless barrage breaking through the smoke screen mowed down many charging soldiers in an instant. The survivors could do nothing but hit the dirt and freeze on the spot. The thickening smoke now swallowed up all the grove and came creeping down to the field.

Tomita shouted, “Hang in there! Shoot back, men!”

Kasuga swept the gap between the tanks with his gun in haste. The rearmost tank started reversing with the roar of an engine. Now the smoke blurred his vision, so he couldn’t sight the enemies clearly anymore. Even the huge figures of tanks had become hazy.

“Hey, you kids! What the hell are you doing?” Tomita was snarling now.

The model ninety-six LMG had fallen silent beside him. It seems that glitches always occurred when they must not. However carefully a gun was maintained, it was far from perfect, due to shortage of spindle oil. One of the young gunners moaned. “Barrel jammed, Sergeant!”

“Fix the problem right now!” Tomita snapped.

Kasuga found the HMG had run out of bullets on its strip, as well, and he didn’t have a spare strip. Kasuga and Hirono looked at each other in puzzlement.

Neither of them had anticipated that they would consume such a large amount of cartridges. Just when they beckoned the ammo bearers to bring them new ones, a strange sound, like a call of a kite, descended on them from somewhere above in unfathomable ghastliness.

“Hit the dirt! Mortar!” Tomita warned.

But before he could finish the order, the shell burst behind the bunker. As the scenery around him turned white, Kasuga witnessed the faint image of a soldier’s body, torn in two, flying in the air. Just then he lost his hearing. All seemed like a silent movie, weirdly lacking in reality.

Shells stormed the Ogino Platoon’s position, one after another. Razor-sharp splinters zinged this way and that overhead in the billows of dust. A blast propelled one of their heavy, bulky Type Ko ammunition boxes toward the corner of the bunker. Beside it, Kasuga found the glossy intestines hanging outside the ripped-up abdomen of one of the ammo bearers sitting in the middle of scattered cartridges. He could smell the blood mixed with gunpowder.

Hirono edged to the injured ammo bearer and frantically shouted something.

Likely, he was calling for a medic. But Kasuga didn’t sense someone coming; the medic himself might have gotten injured or killed somewhere.

Abruptly he felt his temple knocked hard and saw the white light wrap him up again. In the corner of his fading consciousness, he barely recognized that their machine gun position had received a direct hit.

When Kasuga finally came to his senses and raised his head, he didn’t know how much time had passed. One of the young LMG men down on his stomach

was the first thing he saw. With the profuse blood on his back, it was obvious he was dead. Beside him, a first class private named Tada, their short and agile number one gunner, was attending to their ninety-two HMG, turned over with its tripod and covered with dirt. Tada looked like he was detaching a gas cap from the gun. If he does that, the machine gun would lose its rapid-firing ability. What on earth is Tada doing? Do they abandon the precious gun bestowed by the emperor here and now?

Suddenly Kasuga regained his hearing. Tomita’s shout pierced his ears.

“Hirono! Hirono!”

Tomita was raising Hirono in his arms behind Tada. Hirono was still breath-ing as blood bubbled up regularly from an incision on his breast. But his complexion had already gone white, like a wax doll face.

The shelling had completely blown off the ceiling of the bunker and not a trace remained. The sky overhead was hazy with smoke. Kasuga couldn’t figure out what had caused that. Was it a smoke shell, an incendiary, or the explosion of the mortar shell?

“Oh, shit! Hirono! Come on!”

Hearing Tomita holler, Kasuga again lost consciousness.




The Sumi rescue party had broken through Hill 306 and reached a flatland. But the tropical rainforest went on further. Countless rows of gigantic trees well over ten meters high stretched as far as the eye could see. The grandeur of the huge trunks lining both sides reminded Second Lieutenant Yoshihisa Sumi of a cloister of some solemn sanctuary. High up at the crown of the forest, branches and leaves interwove in every direction. And the ground was dappled with many thin rays getting through them.

Vines and bushes came out abruptly and gradually increased in density, probably something to do with how much sunshine they received. Then the whole scene turned into a jungle. Sometimes Sumi could see small settlements and farms, but he seldom saw human figures.

Pagodas stood everywhere throughout Burma, and Ramree Island was no exception. No matter how deep inside the island it might be, every village had its own pagoda, or stupa, enshrining Buddha’s ashes—although big, expensive ones were few. Local Buddhists had built every holy tower in such a splendid, elaborate manner that Sumi felt them ill-matched to that remote place. Getting a send-off from those towers shining under the blue sky, they went on the road leading into the next dark forest. Such a scene repeated itself time and again.

Sumi led the party, consulting with his compass and the map, and shortly they came across another hamlet. Humble rice paddies spread along a tricklet, and several small stilted houses were scattered along the ridges of the paddies. Sumi could hear bellows of cattle and sense the presence of someone. He stopped the party and called Pondgi and a first class private named Murakami together.

Murakami was a decent, clever man who could speak Burmese as fluently as Superior Private Yoshioka, who was waiting for their return in Uga.

“Go and ask the locals the way around the enemies. Be sure not to arouse suspicion,” Sumi told them.

Pondgi and Murakami left their rifles and trod on toward the houses. The rest of men hid in a grove nearby and waited. Although they disguised themselves, the big body of nine men was conspicuous in the remote farm. As a group, they always ran the risk of inviting the locals’ suspicions.

Dense forests had hindered them from seeing far away. It was a little hard to locate their present position, but Sumi estimated it at five kilometers due south of Ramree Town. Yanthitgyi, their current destination, lay about twenty kilometers north of the town. The shortest course was to pass through and then go due north. But the enemies might have utilized the town as a depot. If they dared to go straight through, he had better consider the possibility of skirmishes.

On the other hand, a detour into the hills was also available. He could head west for Payadgi Plain, then turn northward to thread through the forests. This course would make it possible for them to cross Payadgi-Ramree Road at its bot-tleneck in the hills. It was safer but would take much more time. He needed to choose which course they would take soon.

After a while, the two came back, and Pondgi had a long face. He looked at Sumi for some time, and didn’t say a word until Sumi grabbed him by the sleeve.

“There are plenty of Engli. It’s so bad, Master Sumi.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

Sumi turned to Murakami. “They say both the town and the road are full of enemies,” replied Murakami.

Sumi sighed and snapped, “Don’t repeat the same thing. Oh, come on! Give me a more specific report.”

Murakami straightened himself up and reported, “One of the locals said that when he went to the town yesterday, he saw many Engli with several tens of tanks and trucks there. My personal estimate, based on the conversation, is that the enemy should be about two-battalion strength. Maybe Indians. And I think the tanks were M3 middle, sir. The local told me more. They should be doing some extension work on Payadgi-Ramree Road.”

Sumi dropped his head. It was much more than expected. He felt foolish to think about engineering a fight against such an enemy. Going through Ramree Town was an impossible task.

Murakami continued, “The local says that if we go straight north along the footpath in the middle of the hamlet, we can get to the town. It’s six or seven kilometers away.”

This coincided with his estimate on the whole. Relieved a little, Sumi looked up to find Sergeant Shimizu with a serious look. “We’d better wait for night and force through the town. Maybe the enemies are off their guard because they are confident in their numbers,” Shimizu said in a decisive tone of voice. But Sumi rejected his opinion flatly.

“That plan won’t work. What do you do if they’re on their guard? We’ll be bugs to the flame on a summer night.”

He had already made up his mind. Only a detour would go well. He wouldn’t want his name added to a KIA list this early in the mission. Checking the map again, he chose to take the path to Payadgi. Shimizu laughed sardonically, showing open discontent, but the other soldiers quietly followed their commander.

Sumi and his men entered the jungle again after they had threaded along the paddies for some time. Wielding billhooks, they pushed through many bushes.

Before long, they managed to find a game trail taking them further into a deep forest. Interlocking branches cast dismal shadows on the ground there. The forest was dark and silent.

The trail merged in a meandering forestry road right around where the undergrowth had faded. It should be one of the roads descending to Payadgi Plain.

Sumi kept walking ahead of the party. While they cleared several ridges, he found their line extending too far from him. Some fatigued men couldn’t keep pace, despite the urging voice of Shimizu. Sumi stopped and turned back.

Having just gone over a small ridge, he couldn’t see the tail of his troop. He was missing five figures, including Shimizu.

Suddenly the sound of automatic rifle fire rang out. A moment later, the familiar cracks of their model thirty-eight 6.5-millimeter rifle followed. The reverberating din of gunfire disturbed and superseded the stillness of the forest.

“Hey! What’s the matter? Report!”

Sumi drew his Nambu fourteen and agilely cocked its slide to send the first cartridge into the chamber. Each soldier around him also jumped into the woods beside the road and held his rifle at the ready, hiding behind a nearby tree trunk or a stump. As soon as Sumi rushed to the ridge, Superior Private Morioka appeared from the opposite side and came slithering down the slope.

Sumi asked, “What happened?”

“They got Murakami!” Morioka said, gasping.

“What? Oh, shit!”

“Engli white men shot us from behind out of the blue. Now we are fighting them under Sarge’s command.”

“Hold, Morioka,” Sumi said. “How many are there?”

“Not so many. Maybe four or five, Lieutenant. All are hiding in this woods on our left. One of them shouted, ‘Japas-Azea,’ or something.”

“What’s that mean?”

Sumi’s mind whirred. Assuming that the word was English, “Japas-Azea” sounded like, “Japs are there.” The man must have hollered in English that he had found Japanese soldiers. He must be British. Sumi wondered why their true identities had been disclosed so easily in spite of the disguise, but it was no time to indulge himself in that thought process. Fortunately, the enemy was small in number. He couldn’t allow them to return to their unit, since they had seen them.

“Envelop them and wipe them out! Tell Sarge not to miss even one of them. Go!”

The moment Morioka turned back, Sumi faced Lance Corporal Yoshitake, the best shot in the party, and pointed to the left woods. “Cut off their retreat, Yoshitake. Don’t let them out alive!”

“Yes, sir!” Yoshitake responded and went slithering along the slope beside the road with a Sten gun under his arm.

Sumi hurriedly called a first class private named Arima, who had been a bear and deer hunter in their homeland. Those British soldiers might be tougher than his usual game animals, but Sumi expected that Arima would be better than others in a forest battle.

“You go too, Arima! Cover Yoshitake’s flank. Got it?” Sumi ordered. While he shouted out, the echo of gunfire never left the dark forest. Having seen Yoshitake and Arima vanish into the woods, Sumi rushed to the ridge again. Hitting the dirt there and hiding himself behind the edge, he peeped over the other side. At first he could see Murakami lying on the road. Next he saw Morioka rapid-firing his rifle by manipulating the bolt dexterously. Other guys were missing; they might be crawling in the woods. Searching for the enemy, he released the safety of his Nambu fourteen. Then he felt some discomforting acid surge up from the bottom of his stomach.

Abruptly, things had become very serious, with hostile soldiers face-to-face, forcing a shoot-out. It was the worst event that had ever happened in his whole life. He had no combat or open warfare experience. Although he had ordered envelopment for the present, he couldn’t think of anything to do beyond that.

His ability to think was paralyzed by fright and confusion. Everything was an awful mess, just as he had feared. Disgusted, he clicked his tongue; the sourness welled up in his mouth again. Strangely this tasted like soda water. It reminded him of a flavor of soda pop he had drank with Yukiko.

During summers, he and Yukiko would drop in a sightseers’ teahouse neighboring their university in Kyoto. The couple sat on their favorite bench, side by side, and ordered soda pop. She laughed every time she saw Sumi choke when he dared to drain the bottle in one gulp. While they listened to the song of cicadas there in the shadow of green trees, he often felt as if time had stopped.

He remembered the cool refreshing sound of a glass marble rolling in the soda bottle and Yukiko’s laughter and her carefree, girlish, smiling face. For a fraction of a second, he wondered if he would ever see her again.

A short shriek went up, and Sumi saw a British soldier with an automatic rifle in his hands fall between the trees beside the forestry road. Shortly thereafter, noisy consecutive pops of Sten gun fire reverberated in the woods. The blast of a grenade followed.

When its resonance had faded, a dead silence replaced it. Before long, Pondgi stood up timidly in the undergrowth.

Hiding himself behind trees one after another, Sumi went forward and shouted out, “Did you wipe them out?”

Shimizu’s voice came, “Yeah, we got three! But one rat has run away over there!”

Just then, Arima replied from inside the woods, “I brought him down just now, Sarge! All enemies cleared!”

A slight breeze rose and carried the faint smell of powder smoke back to Sumi.

Again the stillness of the woods deepened after the battle. Members of the rescue party came out by ones and twos and gathered on the road. The soldiers had fanned out effectively and given the British a fusillade, as commanded by Shimizu. As for the enemy soldier escaping inside the woods, Yoshitake had successfully mowed him down with the Sten gun when Arima’s grenade gave him a finishing blow. Murakami was the only Japanese casualty.

Sumi looked for him at once. Shimizu had been kneeling down beside

Murakami. He shook his head when he saw Sumi approaching. Shot in the chest, Murakami had already passed away. Sumi stood blankly, pitifully dazzled by the whiteness of Murakami’s shirt, on which a round red spot had spread.

Murakami’s death made everyone feel depressed. Shimizu contracted his brows into a frown. His face showed a clear sign of distrust in Sumi’s leadership and that Sumi was responsible for the death of his comrade. He spat on the grass at the roadside and groaned. “Damn it! What a mess! Even though I was with him…”

Indifferent to Sumi, who had lost the power of speech, Shimizu went on.

“However deep we may hide ourselves inside a mountain on the sly, the enemies come when they need to, Lieutenant. You didn’t watch it since you’d gone ahead, but these bastards came at us from behind. They came suddenly, without any sounds, you know? It was a kind of ambush. The enemy might have already sniffed out our plan. Don’t you think so?”

Cross-examined, Sumi couldn’t be silent any more. “I don’t know, but it’s to your credit, having finished them all, Sarge.”

Sumi felt wretched and disgusted to have said something obsequious and soothing.

As Shimizu said, Sumi didn’t watch the entire battle, and he wondered if they had really finished them all. If even one man had slipped away, he would report their activity to his unit.

Sumi hastily ordered the soldiers in a loud voice. “Divide up and search for footprints now. Make sure we know how many there were.”

It seemed easy to investigate because the soil of the woods was damp, in spite of the dry season. Sumi’s men reported back that the enemy had been a four-man-party, all dead for sure, and they found no trace of runaways.

Sumi heaved a sigh of relief. But if the enemy detected his rescue party by intercepting a radio transmission or something and dispatched these four in pursuit, it would be the worst situation. He worried about what would become of them.

They lined up the remains of the four on the roadside. Each wore the distinctive British uniform, and ammunition pouches were attached on the breasts.

Their badges showed that one was a NCO and the others were privates. Sumi examined their belongings.

He found a photo in a pocket of the NCO. This freckled, big guy, a young woman with fair hair that seemed to be his wife, and two cute, little girls were all smiling at a ranch, somewhere in England probably. Both girls were about five years old or so, and one of them also had freckles. The family portrait looked merry and happy. They deserved his sympathy.

However, if they had caught the NCO alive, they couldn’t have taken him with them, for fear that at any moment he would escape and report their activity.

Even if they had been able to turn him in to Japanese military police, no one could have guaranteed that the MPs wouldn’t torture him and make him a live target for a bayonet practice. For his bereaved family, this might seem like the deed of devils. But he and his compatriots had burned many Japanese patients alive in the field hospital that couldn’t evacuate from the battlefield of Kohima and had just killed Murakami here. All compassion was useless. It was too late for pity after the war broke out. The chain of hate had already long since linked up.

Trying to keep his mind detached, Sumi continued the inspection but couldn’t find anything like a directive or an operation map. There was no evidence they had gained information about the rescue party.

However, he thought it too early to feel reassured, because he still didn’t understand how the British could have found them. He asked Shimizu about their respective positions before the battle and figured out that Murakami, who had casually carried his model thirty-eight cavalry carbine, had been on the end of the line. Sumi guessed that his rifle might have attracted the attention of the British, who had caught up with Murakami.

But Sumi doubted it soon, telling himself, “Could they tell the difference between rifles from a distance? Wasn’t a man with a Japanese rifle always a Japanese soldier, even if they could?”

Then he happened to look at Murakami’s feet and was astonished. Despite Sumi’s order to disguise himself as a Burmese, Murakami had worn a pair of rubber-soled canvas tabi, traditional footwear made with a split between the big toe and the second toe, with wrapped puttees under his lungi. He might have thought it convenient for mountain walking. Sumi deduced that the very characteristic Japanese footgear had no doubt attracted a quick British eye.

Though they were Asians, the Burmese or Gurkhas didn’t wear those shoes.

“Why didn’t I see this before? Had I checked their disguises more thoroughly, it might not have happened. Was it an avoidable death?” Sumi said to himself, suffering badly from guilt.

Abruptly, Arima’s voice cut in. “Take a look at this, Lieutenant.”

Arima pointed to one of British sacks. “They’ve shot birds,” said Arima.

Amazingly, a dead pheasant-like bird fell out of the sack. Arima had also found a shotgun lying on the ground nearby, and a pouch full of bird shots. Per-haps off-duty servicemen had come into this mountain by chance to hunt birds along the same road. He didn’t relax until he knew they were not trackers.

But the soldiers gathering there were astounded to know the opponents against whom they fought, at the risk of their lives, had diverted themselves in leisure.

“Bird-shooting during a war! Incredible!”

“What on earth are these Engli bastards thinking?”

“They simply want to kill more. We Japanese aren’t enough to satisfy them.”

Clamoring one and all, they openly vented their anger.

The British forces in the Burma front had kept back the white men in relatively safer zones and used colored troops like Sikh, Punjabi, Dogras, or Gurkhas as their shields. But those British had come all the way into such a backland only to shoot birds. The enemies might assess the Battle of Ramree had nearly ended, and they possibly roamed around the whole island freely. Sumi got anxious and fretfully ordered their departure.

Shimizu drew closer. “What do you think you are doing?” Shimizu protested.

“We must bury Murakami.”

Anger and remorse had already turned Shimizu’s face red.

Sumi wanted to do so as well. And he knew that Shimizu, the drillmaster, had treated Murakami exceptionally kindly, as the two came from the same district.

But it was dangerous to stay much longer there. After hearing sounds of the gunfight, enemy reinforcements might be on the way. Thinking of that possibility was very unsettling. How many men, including himself, should get killed to bury Murakami?

Sumi said, “I’m sorry for him, but every second counts now. We’re in a hurry.”

“What did you say? We’re in a hurry? If we’re so…”

Although Shimizu had shut his mouth, Sumi understood what he wanted to say: If they were in a hurry, they had better force their way through Ramree Town. Even so, this chicken commander stupidly made a detour through the woods and threw them into these dire straits, after all. This cowardice caused Murakami’s death—or something to that effect.

But Shimizu couldn’t put handle any more, and he said harshly, “Are you leaving him unattended? That’s too far! I never allow such heartless treatment!”

It was no way to talk to an officer, but all military ranks were pushed aside for the moment. Sumi had been disgusted with Shimizu’s insolence many times, but he knew he couldn’t get angry under the circumstances.

“Do as you like,” Sumi said upon seeing the stiffened face of Shimizu.

Then he beckoned the other members and said calmly, “Help Sarge, everybody.”

Sumi’s response surprised Shimizu, who had a look of puzzlement. But he turned and began the burial.

They had no shovels or picks, so it was quite laborious to dig a hole. Scraping off the ground with a bayonet or a billhook, everybody raked out the soil with his hands. Most soil in that woods was humus, fortunately, and they managed to make a hole sufficient for one man. Once they had set Murakami in it and covered him with Ramree soil, the sun was setting.

Pondgi plucked some nameless roadside flowers, then started chanting an unknown sutra in Burmese. His distinctive religious attitude made the funeral look better.

The Sumi rescue party set off for Yanthitgyi again; after all, its members had paid a silent tribute to Murakami’s spirit.

The forestry road sloped gently down toward Payadgi Plain. The sunlight gradually grew weaker, telling them dusk was nearing.

At the front of the line, Sumi walked quietly, except for short stops to check their present position with his compass. He ordered each soldier to wrap his firearm in a rag. He also put Yoshitake, who had combat experience and physical strength, at the end of the line and made him guard against an attack from the rear.

Everyone seemed fatigued, both in mind and body.

Sumi heard Morioka mutter to himself, “I wonder what comes to enemy soldiers if they land on Awaji Island or somewhere else in Japan in small numbers.”

“Where is Awaji Island?” Arima asked.

“Awaji is the biggest island in the Inland Sea of Japan and is as big as Ramree Island. It’s very famous. You really don’t know about it?” Morioka said.

“No. What’s so wrong with it?” retorted Arima.

Shimizu said, “Of course, they’d be captured or killed by local police or Army.

But what are you trying to say, Morioka?”

Morioka answered, “I mean we’re now in a similar situation.”

“Yeah, it’s a nasty state. We have to look after ourselves,” Arima said in agreement.

Sumi thought they were right. They could have gotten firepower support from other units if they’d been in normal action. But they now were completely isolated in this island overrun by enemies. Besides, their own firepower was very weak. Although they had managed to make it through the previous encounter, everybody had chalked it up to luck. At the same time, they’d been made acutely aware of the limit of their firepower. The British group had been small by chance.

But if they had taken on a platoon or more, no one would have survived. It was quite natural to get demoralized. The gunfight had also cast another shadow, other than Murakami’s death, on them all.

It was easy to explain their rescue mission but hard to promote. Sumi recognized the difficult task anew.

As long as they walked on that road, they ran the risk of encountering enemies. Sumi knew it was dangerous and instead took a route through the jungle.

More than a few drooped their shoulders upon starting this sudden

bush-wading. “Keep it up. It’s not so far,” Sumi called out, trying to raise their spirits. “We’ll take a rest after we’ve cleared this jungle.” Wielding a billhook, Sumi kept cutting through the thicket, but he also had been tired out.

Upon exiting the jungle, they came to a thin coppice comfortably exposed to the declining sun. Everyone heaved a sigh of relief. A refreshing breeze wafted through the coppice and cooled everyone’s flushed skin. But branches and leaves grew sparse overhead, offering them little cover from above.

Suddenly the sound of exhaust was heard, and three Lockheed P-38 interceptors appeared in the northeastern sky. All flew so low that Sumi could distinguish each pilot’s face. The flyers passed over them quickly, like arrows, and went off toward the setting sun with wings sparkling.

“Did they spot us, Lieutenant? Those aircraft have radio sets,” Arima asked worriedly.

His face darkened. Sumi felt ill at ease but didn’t have enough energy to discuss anything else. And he also knew it wouldn’t get them anywhere if they did.

“As long as we can’t down them, it’s senseless to worry. Now we take a rest for half an hour here as we planned,” he snapped.

Arima still seemed unable to shake off uneasiness.

“Don’t worry, Arima. We’ve disguised ourselves. And it’s already gotten darker. All Engli pilots are night-blind. They can’t even find an elephant in an open field. We didn’t get strafed on the boats last night, did we?” Yoshitake said to encourage Arima and others.

He uplifted their spirits a little. Each soldier smiled, unloaded his equipment, and sat down on the spot.

Having been detected by the British unit and with the double setback of the death of Murakami, they no longer trusted their disguise much. But some credibility of their disguise was restored when they weren’t strafed by aircraft. They, all tankmen, had dreaded aircraft as their natural predators.

Sumi stuffed his mouth with a stale rice ball and gulped water from his canteen. He remembered he hadn’t been frightened to see the P-38s up close. He had never thought of himself as brave. Far from it, he sometimes mocked himself as a wimp. The buzz of an aircraft flying low was often inaudible until it was close, and it was frightful enough up until then. His sense of fear might have worn down, and, if that was true, it could signify disaster.

However, the effect of a rest was significant. The soldiers’ spirits seemed to have picked up again. Some started chatting and burst into laughter. All the men got into their rhythm as one team. They had grown accustomed to the tense atmosphere of infiltration duty and the physical hardship of forced marches.

Sumi stood up and climbed up a nearby ridge alone to get a wider view for orientation.

A thin ocher line of a road meandered gently from east to west beneath his eyes—Payadgi-Ramree Road. It was no distance at all. He figured they could reach it within half an hour.

The march on the forestry road had been faster than expected. He spread out his map under the red evening glow and located their present position with his compass and binoculars. It was about the middle point between Ramree Town and Payadgi Plain. Surrounding hills offered them good cover and made it an ideal point for crossing.

But there were problems. Enemies occupied the road.

He could see several dark green trucks parked on the shoulder of the road. Soldiers of about one company were mending the road. Many turbaned Indians, stripped to the waist, were swaying their picks or shovels ardently, stirring up yellow dust. The roads here were no more than oxcart trails when the scramble for Ramree broke out. The enemy was expanding it in a hurry, probably to construct an arterial road for their mechanized troops.

Hiding himself behind one tree after another, Sumi crept in closer and peered into his binoculars.

These soldiers were not well armed. He saw some bolt-action rifles, like the Japanese model thirty-eight, here and there among them. But there were no automatics. None of the four trucks he saw had an onboard machine gun. One M3 middle tank guarded them. It was troublesome. But unlike Japanese tanks, this tank had neither a machine gun nor a pistol port in its rear. His men could out-

flank it easily. Indians were not supposed to continue laboring after dark, so they would probably pull out before long. The rescue party could break through at night if they encamped nearby.

When Sumi returned to the party, the soldiers were looking around and talking among themselves in whispers. They were watching an east ridgeline facing the coppice.

“What’s up?” Sumi asked in a hushed voice.

“Oh, we’ve been waiting for you, Lieutenant,” Yoshitake said. “Morioka and Pondgi say they saw some soldiers that might be friends moving in that mountain some time ago.”

Sumi peeped through his binoculars, but the mountain was in the shade of the ridge he had climbed up a little while before. Although he strained his eyes, he could find nothing.

The two said they had seen several small things that looked like Japanese helmets moving in a group below the ridgeline. Further, Pondgi insisted he had seen the glitter of a bayonet’s reflection.

Sumi always relied on Pondgi’s excellent eyesight. He could see a very long distance and often saw things before others did.

“Are you sure those helmets were ours? Not Engli type?” asked Sumi.

Pondgi answered, “Yes, the shape of the Engli helmet is much different, Master Sumi.”

“Well, how many soldiers did you see?”

“Five or so. I wasn’t certain because they went over the ridge.”

As Pondgi said, a British soldier usually wore a strange helmet that looked like a washbowl. It was distinctive enough that this sharp-sighted man couldn’t have mistaken it.

Sumi realized the credibility of the information and secretly bubbled with excitement. If Pondgi’s eyes were right, it meant that they had finally found a friendly troop. If he could catch them and head to Taungup with them, he would save his face as a rescue party leader. He wouldn’t have to take the trouble to go all the way to Yanthitgyi.

Shimizu abruptly intervened. “Did you really see it? Why would Japanese soldiers be roaming around here now? All the garrison has already gathered at the east coast far from here. Think before you speak, or I’ll make you pay for this!”

His voice was sharp and fierce, and he seemed still on edge.

“Sarge, I heard the battle in the north part of this island was also a hard-fought one. Maybe those are some of the troops from that battle. They might have gotten lost or failed to follow the main body for some reason,” replied Morioka timidly.

Sumi thought Morioka might be right, but, at the same time, what Shimizu said also sounded reasonable. The enemy landed at Kyaukphyu nearly a month before, and it was more than ten days since the main body of Ramree Garrison had retreated to the defense position in Hill 509. Therefore, Sumi couldn’t assume that any friends were wandering around in these mountains. Moreover, if Pondgi was right, he couldn’t make out why the soldiers kept their bayonets fixed during a march in mountains. Anyway, nothing would be verified until they actually saw these alleged comrades.

“Well, it’s useless to argue,” Sumi said. “If they’re really friends, they’ll go toward Yanthitgyi, for sure. We can meet them somewhere between here and there later.”

The dark of the night soon wrapped up the whole coppice. Led by Second Lieutenant Sumi, the rescue party descended the ridge. Nobody spoke, and only faint rustles of clothing were heard.

They reached the foot of the hill in no time. Sumi stopped them briefly to listen to a distant sound. The mumbling exhaust note of a tank could be faintly heard. When it faded away, he let the party advance to a growth of weeds just beside the road. From there he saw two tail lamps of the tank wavering in the far west. Soon they also faded out, and complete darkness enshrouded them all.

“Listen, men. We’re going to go across this Payadgi-Ramree Road. A wasteland with no cover spreads out over the road. And you’ll find woods on the far side of it. It’s the next rendezvous. Be on the lookout for enemies.”

Sumi deployed the soldiers in a line along the road. Some security guards remaining behind the tank might be strolling around, so it was time to be fully on the alert.

“Go!”

Sumi thought back to the supposedly friendly troop in the east ridge. He thought that the soldiers there might have been waiting for darkness, like they had been.

After he had seen the soldiers vanish into the wasteland one after another, Sumi warily bent forward and stepped onto Payadgi-Ramree Road.





Squatting down in his foxhole at the foot of Yanthitgyi Hill 604, Superior Private Minoru Kasuga intently hulled rice in his helmet. He had gotten this precious rice in a settlement of Yanthitgyi some time before. He had filched it from a farmhouse that had been evacuated and then uninhabited. When the sun set, he had to go down to a stream to wash and boil it with his portable solid alcohol stove.

In Imphal and Guadalcanal, things were in terrible shape. Starvation was rampant, and comrades were driven to the verge of cannibalism. Fortunately, Ramree Island was a rice-producing district. Kasuga had not yet faced such a critical situation. But nobody knew what would come next.

It had almost been a month since this battle had broken out. He couldn’t expect new supplies or provisions anymore, so no one was overanxious for food.

He must collect as much rice as possible and devote what little time he could to boiling it. There was no guarantee that he would have another opportunity to do so.

“Hey, Kasu. Are you still alive?”

With a raucous voice, the stout body of Sergeant Keiichi Tomita fell into the foxhole. Kasuga cautiously lifted up his helmet to save his valuable rice from spilling.

“Keep this with you,” Tomita said and presented a small packet wrapped in oil paper.

“What’s this, Sarge?”

Kasuga opened it and found a brown sooty chip inside. It was a chip of bone.

Hit on his head squarely by an ammunition box blown away by the blast, he had lost consciousness for a while in the Battle of Mountain Maeda. So his memory of their retreat had been somewhat vague. Still, he had clearly remembered Tomita cutting hands off from KIA corpses with a curved billhook called “dah.”

It was a grave matter how to treat remains of war dead. They should either recover remains from a battlefield and return them promptly to his family, or they should cremate them somewhere appropriately, even when the situation didn’t allow full procedures. And they must take back some bones, however few they might be. It was the minimum requirement for the family of someone who devoted his life to the empire.

However, as war casualties piled up, it became impossible to work things out properly anymore. A rumor was going around that bereaved Japanese families were getting cinerary urns containing only a sheet of paper on which the words,

“A Soul of a War Hero,” were written instead of ashes. Those rumors made soldiers very gloomy.

“It’s one of Hirono’s finger bones. I have another, also. I made time and burned his hand to ashes during the retreat. I dug in a small tunnel and burned it there with tapers, so no smoke would be seen. It took time because I had a lot of other guys’ hands. We all lived close. You or me, whichever of us survives, had better give it to his family. Right?” said Tomita seriously.

Kasuga gave a deep nod. He took his hat off for Tomita’s tough sense of responsibility, a reputation he deserved. Kasuga felt ashamed of his rashness, having doubted Tomita’s courage before.

He was reluctant to keep ashes in that seemingly endless war, in which his own death was taking on reality day by day. But he thought he had to do it, for Hirono’s survivors. And it assured him that not only he, but also Tomita, were keeping the ashes.

Tomita Squad had suffered a nasty blow in Mountain Maeda. The shelling had destroyed their machine gun there. It had killed four, including Hirono and the young LMG man beside them, and had wounded many others, as well. It was nearly a total destruction. Kasuga still had a splinter lodged in his right thigh. But Tomita hadn’t even been scratched. Considering the situation around then, it was almost a miracle. Kasuga believed that Buddha had protected his squad leader.

Even if something should happen to Kasuga himself, Tomita would survive and deliver the ashes—not only to Hirono’s family, but also to his own; Kasuga had confidence.

British-Indian forces had mastered the area around Mountain Maeda, and now they were debouching into Payadgi Plain. Mechanized troops were on military roads—improved by the Japanese, quite ironically—and pressing hard toward Ramree Town, the point of strategic importance.

One of those debouching forces had blocked the Japanese line of retreat.

Ogino Platoon had lost Sergeant Ban in the antitank battle and had been led by a young corporal. Together with these Ogino’s men, the survivors of Tomita Squad, including Kasuga, had been kicked into a valley and isolated.

They had been worrying about the future for a good while, when an orderly came to bring them an evacuation order ten days before. According to the order, Tomita Squad was allowed to return to its home unit, Machine Gun Company.

However, neither Kasuga nor Tomita had known where the company HQ were, although they had begun drawing back from Mountain Maeda. They had lost touch with Second Lieutenant Jinno, the platoon commander, since February 4. Perplexed about what to do, they had gotten information from one of the soldiers of Fifth Company overtaking them on the way about a week before. The soldier had said the battalion HQ had completed its retreat and that soldiers had gathered in the all-round defense position at Hill 509, north of Ramree Town.

He had also suggested that Machine Gun Company also might have been there.

An all-round defense position was a stronghold where troops, resolute to die, put up their final resistance. They often called it “hara-kiri position.” That news had immediately put Tomita Squad under extreme tension.

Still called a squad, Tomita Squad had become a small group consisting of Kasuga; Tomita, their leader; First Class Private Tada, their agile and shrewd gunner of short body; and Superior Private Kayama, the only unscathed ammo bearer. The others hadn’t accompanied them because all had been killed or carried to the rear with severe injuries that had not allowed them to walk. Though stretcher bearers had carried them to a field hospital, it probably wasn’t in working order in that upside-down situation. Sufficient medical care was out of the question. Injured men’s hope of evacuating the island alive was very slim.

Kasuga and his colleagues had been resolved to their fate, more or less. But they couldn’t help falling into a dismal mood to learn that fighting to the death was inevitable. When Tomita Squad had reluctantly started moving toward Hill 509 north of Ramree Town, British-Indian forces had already made an incessant onslaught of Japanese rear guard hiding in the mountains around Payadgi-Ramree Road. It had been perilous, so it had taken as long as two days to cut through Payadgi Plain, hiding along the way.

When Kasuga and the others had gotten to Hill 509 five days before, he could see many soldiers squatting in foxholes all over the place.

Kasuga then had heard that Machine Gun Company had taken up its position further east in Letpan Hill 300. It was a place named for its elevation and a village nearby. Nevertheless, without maps, the only thing they could get at the time was its rough location.

After wandering in jungles, they had gotten to Hill 300. Kasuga had heaved a sigh of relief on the spot. Then they had finally spotted MG Company, only to learn it had already prepared for another position change to Saikpya Village, further northeast. So nobody even cared for them, after all. Done enough, they had been lying exhausted on the ground until Second Lieutenant Jinno came out at sunset.

Just as expected, Jinno had been sticking to MG Company HQ, the comparatively safer spot. He hadn’t given even one word of comfort to his subordinates who had survived and traveled from the hard-fought battlefield of Mountain Maeda.

Not only that, he had called them all kinds of names for having discarded their machine gun. Abruptly, he had given them a new shifting order to Yanthitgyi.

Haphazardly, Tomita Squad had been forced to go back fruitlessly to Yanthitgyi Hill 604 located further west of Hill 509—arriving there on February 12, the next day.

Kasuga took out his mess kit from a niche dug inside his foxhole at Yanthitgyi Hill 604 and put Hirono’s ashes in the inner tray beneath the cover. The mess kit was one piece of equipment he would never throw away, no matter how the war situation might deteriorate.

Kasuga put it back in the niche and looked around the mud wall. He had dug that foxhole by himself in a hurry amid the shower of hostile shells, just after he and his colleagues had moved around from one place to another and finally gotten to Hill 604. He had never dreamed he would spend four days here. He took advantage of the rain squall, which nicely softened the soil three days before, making it more comfortable. No orders came, and he had nothing else to do.

“How long should we stay here, Sarge? Tell me if you know something about the war situation,” Kasuga said.

Tomita was on the way out of the foxhole, but he looked back. Serenity appeared on his face.

“To tell you the truth,” Tomita explained, “garrison HQ decided that we, Second Battalion, would evacuate Ramree Island and go back to the continent.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah, HQ released a damn order to remain and keep guerilla wars here, but it was pulled back. The evacuation is an official decision.”

If Hirono were still alive, he would weep for joy. Though it was hard to believe, Kasuga also found some indications that it might be true.

The hostile bombardment hadn’t been so fierce, unlike the Battle of Mountain Maeda when they got to Yanthitgyi. He thought maybe it was a result of Japanese resistance. Ramree Garrison was one battalion—it might be like ants trying to fight against an elephant, compared with the overwhelming firepower and material superiority of British-Indian forces. But nearly as many as a thousand men were still guarding that island. Kasuga didn’t think they had ever suffered enough damage to lose power of the systematized resistance. Apparently, the garrison was holding back its counterattack.

Tomita squatted down in front of him again and talked in an unusual, grave tone. But his face showed joy. “Have you ever thought why MG Company HQ is in Saikpya, and we’re here in Yanthitgyi now?”

“No, I’ve not.”

“Both places face the continent. You know? If we’re to keep fighting more, we should position toward Payadgi Plain. It has many strategic points, including Ramree Town. Frankly, we must defend this area in the first place.”

“But we are sending out raiders to enemy positions every night, aren’t we?”

“Yeah, but it’s a matter of form to look good. There’s no bloody fool who will take it serious when the top is planning to run away to the continent.”

“From where?”

“The starting point of this withdrawal operation will be here in Yanthitgyi.

The strait is narrowest here. After it takes as many soldiers as possible in Saikpya, MG Company will head for Yanthitgyi with other troops. That’s why Binchoku made us come here first as heralds. Binchoku probably judged that going to Saikpya would be for nothing. He’s surely a witty guy, the slyest dog in the country.”

“Do you mean the whole MG Company will come here after all?”

“Yeah, exactly. Binchoku might have said he’d dispatched an advance party of his own free will, or something to that effect, to make his point again. But it was good for you as well to have escaped carrying the baggage of HQ, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, it was. But I can’t even imagine how we will sail across to the continent. Do we have any boats?”

“A flotilla of about a hundred fishing boats was to come and rescue us in the night of February 11. I heard several Nakajima type one fighters also mobilized to attack Engli destroyers blockading the strait.”

Kasuga remembered hearing the buzz of planes at midnight on the very day when he had squatted down in a trench of the all-round defense position in Hill 509. He thought hearing the buzz of planes curious, because he knew enemy planes didn’t usually perform night attacks. But he never expected that it was friendly aircraft. He had seldom seen Japanese planes on Ramree Island, to say nothing of hearing them. He had no way of telling the difference.

“What has become of the boats?” asked Kasuga.

Tomita mumbled, “Well, I’ve heard Engli gunboats were lurking in the shadows…”

“I see.”

“…and sent them all to the bottom.”

“Oh, no!”

Kasuga felt low. The way things stood, a withdrawal operation like that would be nothing more than a pie in the sky. Tomita must have noticed Kasuga’s thoroughly disheartened expression, because his tone of voice softened and regained its usual friendly manner.

“Don’t worry, Kasu. It’s not more than a creek through mangroves, though everybody calls it a sea. They say Myinkhon Creek is so shallow that we can wade it across when the tide is down. Anyway, we will have no problem swimming across when it comes to the push. We don’t need those sick boats.”

Suddenly, a sharp voice came into the foxhole. “Sergeant Tomita of Machine Gun Fifth Platoon. Where are you?” somebody was yelling outside.

The voice had the authoritative tone of an officer. The troop positioned around Yanthitgyi Hill 604 was the old Sixth Company, but the voice was unfamiliar.

Tomita hung his head and sighed. Patting Kasuga’s shoulder, he agilely jumped out of the foxhole and vanished into the nearby jungle.

Kasuga resumed hulling rice and ruminated over the conversation. Tomita, as an NCO, knew more than most. It was probably true that the evacuation to the continent was going on. But Kasuga wondered what an army could do when they plunged into the sea without boats. He had never seen Myinkhon Creek. He couldn’t guess whether wading was easily possible without knowing how deep and wide the creek was.

“Hey, Kasu. Prepare for mobilization. Hull your rice later.”

He looked up and saw Tomita again. It hadn’t been more than five minutes since he had left. It seemed an emergency had arisen.

Kasuga hastily gathered his equipment. Scraping up his only three grenades, he ran after Tomita.

Tada and Kayama were already waiting for them at the hem of the jungle.

Tomita Squad assembled in full force after a four-day interval. Tomita started a briefing in a more formal tone than usual.

“First Lieutenant Kishimoto, the Fifth Company commander, has been missing in action since he went reconnoitering Myinkhon Creek a few days ago.

From now until tomorrow at daybreak, we are to set out in search of him. However, we have no hope during the night. So we must find him before dark.” It was nearly four o’clock, so not so much time was left until sunset.

“How are the enemy’s movements in Myinkhon Creek?” Kasuga asked. He couldn’t restrain his uneasiness.

“There is no potent enemy around. But we may encounter gunboats patrolling creeks. All of you must look out for them.”

“Why do we HMG men have to search for the rifle company commander?

What is the command section of Fifth Company doing now?” Kayama inquired.

This spectacled, fat soldier was always candid.

Tada added, “This is the responsibility of Sixth Company in the first place, isn’t it? Those riflemen of Sixth should go first.”

As privates, their objections went unheeded. But they all knew they could be forced to wander through totally unknown mangroves all through the night.

“Shut up!” Tomita shouted. But somehow his eyes showed pleasure rather than anger. “Here is special news for your ears only. Don’t tell anyone else,”

Tomita whispered, which made the others lean forward. “Our troops will escape from the island within a couple of days.”

Kasuga watched Tada and Kayama open their mouths in unison. He wasn’t certain if they were merely surprised or delighted.

Tomita continued, “However, Sixth Company won’t take part in this withdrawal operation. Those simpletons nicely say they’ll stay behind and build up a guerilla front. We’ve known them for a long time. If things go wrong, they may keep us with them on this damned island. So it’s far better for us to stick with the Fifth, isn’t it? The company commander himself has gone recon. Of course, guys of the command section are making a frantic search for him now. Let’s help them and curry their favor.”

“Huh?” said Kayama, with a puzzled look.

“How many years have you worked under Binchoku? You might follow the example of that shit-face. Even if we can’t find him, at least we will know what route we should take.”

Tomita Squad set out quietly. Kasuga and the others descended a gentle slope in the jungle and came across a dense bamboo thicket. Now they stood at the foot of Yanthitgyi Hill 604.

Kasuga picked one of the grenades from his belt and checked its safety pin.

Then he dangled it from his neck to be able to throw it fast, in case of emergency.

Although Tomita said no enemies were there, some reconnaissance patrols might have advanced while they had stagnated in Yanthitgyi. He needed to keep his eyes wide open.

Originally, no rifles had been issued to them. Having lost the machine gun, they were now next to totally unarmed. Tada, the man with a sure nose for everything, had gotten his hands on a model thirty-eight 6.5-millimeter rifle from somewhere—maybe he hunted for it among the war dead. However, to see the rifle so smeared with mud and rust, everyone believed it ready for the scrap heap.

It did not look trustworthy. Other than that, only Tomita, the squad leader, had a government-issued semiautomatic pistol. Those were all of guns they had. And Kasuga had nothing but his three grenades.

Palm trees appeared in the bamboo thicket. When Kasuga realized, they were walking in the middle of a vast community of nipa palm. It might be a hinterland of mangrove. The air around them was damp, indicating that the sea was close.

Kasuga lost his breath many times. It was all he could do to keep up with the queue. They had thrown out their broken ninety-two HMG in Mountain Maeda when they had evacuated there. Kasuga had been released from the toil of the machine gun conveyance ever since. However, getting rid of the pain was another matter. Malaria, which he had developed on this island, might be attacking him again; he felt feverish. Even his steps were faltering now.

Salt-tolerant trees replaced the nipa palm which had hindered their trek with its sharp-edged leaves. The odor of the sea drifted toward them. They had apparently broken into the mangrove at last.

Big evergreen trees grew as far as Kasuga’s eyes could see. Each was supported by many prominent roots rising up from the ground. Layer upon layer of interwoven branches shut out almost all sunlight. It was quite a dark and damp place.

Innumerable vertical roots, like bamboo shoots, protruded from the mud of the ground, which turned into the bottom of a sea when the tide was high. It was hard to find a spot to step on next.

It reminded Kasuga of the land of the dead at first sight. But the natural vitality hanging over the area was dense and strong. Birdcalls mixed with the rustles of leaves in the breeze. On the ground, brightly colored crabs ran hurriedly, and sometimes mudskippers romped among them. Every so often, he saw a small snake of black and yellow coil around a branch decorated with glossy, thick leaves. Since it might be poisonous, Kasuga tensed up every time he had to pass one. But the most annoying nuisance was a large swarm of mosquitoes. They rushed not only to his exposed skin, but also into his mouth, nostrils, and ears.

Kasuga toppled over many times in the mud. He was completely terrorized to think that the safety of his grenade might come off by the force of impact.

This place was almost the far end of the earth. It was not likely that the enemy could advance in such an area. He couldn’t imagine a more inappropriate place for a war than this. He tucked the grenades into his haversack.

He continued to trip and slip on countless entangled roots and in soft bottom-less mud. Each time it consumed what little he had left of his physical power.

Even worse, the wound from the mortar shell in the Battle of Mountain

Maeda might have opened again. Kasuga found blood staining the new bandage he had wrapped around his right thigh that morning. The iron blade inside his flesh grated every time he took a step.

If he went on like this, he would run the risk of getting lost. He knew he must hold on until he could get treatment in a decent hospital in Taungup or Rangoon. Dropping out of the line would mean death when the troops evacuated the island. He kept walking on, breaking into a sweat.

Gradually, the water exuding from the mud increased and covered the whole ground with a murky liquid sufficient to reach their ankles. The odor of the sea became stronger, as well.

The trail they were walking on had turned into a creek threading through the woods. The water level often reached to Kasuga’s hip, and it irritated the gash of his shrapnel wound mercilessly. Every step he made betrayed him, causing him to sink deep into the mud. It got hard even for him to pull his foot up.

He didn’t have his own watch and couldn’t trace the setting of the sun under the thick green canopy, under which it was always dark, even during the day.

They had gone down Yanthitgyi Hill 604 about an hour before, though Kasuga wasn’t sure of the exact time. They had been walking in the damp areas ever since. Tomita, who had kept his pace without a hitch ahead of them, abruptly stopped in the middle of intertwining branches and pointed forward. “Maybe Myinkhon Creek is over there, men.”

Through the overlapping layers of greenery, Kasuga, Tada, and Kayama found a conspicuously broad creek. Everyone ran to the edge to get a better look.

About three hundred meters wide, muddy water flowed by slowly in front of their eyes. The opposite side seemed to be an unbroken belt of mangrove. Far above, they could see many peaks of the Arakan Mountains against the glorious orange sky. It was the mainland of Burma. It extended all the way to China and to their homeland further beyond.

Kasuga heard Kayama murmuring, “I want to go home.”

Tomita was reading the map. Kasuga was surprised to see that the map was no more than a shoddy sheet of straw paper, on which some wriggling lines had been scribbled with a pencil. Relying upon such a map, Tomita had broken through the maze of mangroves. Kasuga had a new admiration for his superb skill. Just then, Tomita raised his head and uttered a sharp alarm. “Leave the edge at once! An enemy is coming!”

The four immediately scurried back into the mangrove, almost a knee-jerk reaction. Pressing against the entangled roots of a big tree, Kasuga peered over his shoulder at the creek. The low-pitched hum of exhaust reached his ears, a gunboat appeared from his right, and the cleaved wave washed his legs.

It was a ragged barge, willy-nilly equipped with a field gun rather than a gunboat. It made everyone skeptical about the real state of the Royal Navy—supposedly matchless in the world, but even this barge was threatening for the Japanese Army now. A machine gun was installed on the side, and a white sailor was standing behind the gun. Clearly, enemies were ready to check any crossing operations planned by Japanese forces.

“It’s too bad. We can’t roam around during the day,” Tomita grumbled to himself while he watched the gunboat going north on Myinkhon Creek.

Kasuga also expressed his anxiety. “This creek is too wide, Sarge. Can we really wade across?”

“Of course not! Didn’t you watch the enemy boat sail through? Your feet can’t touch the bottom, you moron!” an irritated Tomita snapped at him.

“Why am I a moron? You said earlier we could wade across this creek,” Kasuga responded.

“I can’t help it. That’s what I was told. I’m surprised to see this too.”

“Maybe the tide is in the middle now, so it’s deep enough for some boats to sail. But it may get more shallow at the ebb.”

“Pinhead! How can we wade through this broad creek in the daylight? That battered barge isn’t the only enemy we have to cope with. What do you do if aircraft come hunting for us when we’re tottering in the water?”

“Then what will we do? Do we have to swim across at night? I’m not confident I can swim that far.”

“Neither am I! I’m not a competitive swimmer. But, listen, what else can we do now? I don’t know how many boats Garrison HQ has. But I don’t think it has enough to allocate some to us. There’s no way but to make a raft or something and cross this damn water with it.”

Kasuga fell silent. He didn’t have a counterargument and knew nothing could be done even if he had.

Something inside made him yearn to go home. He had made up his mind to sacrifice his life for the empire more than once. However, his firm resolution flickered with seeing the route before his very eyes.

“I don’t think the company commander has crossed the creek,” Tomita said.

“He must be here somewhere if he’s still wandering. Now split up and search for him.”

A desert island called Leikdaung lay in front of them, like it had been pushed out from the opposite bank. They set that as their common landmark and arranged the time, place, and password for assembling. Then Tomita Squad separated into two parties.

Kasuga set out searching the western area with Tomita. Bathed in the setting sun, the mountains of Arakan were dyed red.

The mangrove extended indefinitely in front of his eyes. The once-clamorous birdcalls suddenly faded away as dusk fell. But there was still no change in the strange vitality permeating their surroundings.

Abruptly, one of the overhead branches creaked. Startled, Kasuga stopped. He strained his eyes and found a stout branch nodding. Something was moving from one tree to another.

“Oh, it’s a monkey. Probably a crab-eating macaque hunting for food,” whispered Tomita, ahead of Kasuga.

The branch just above Kasuga wasn’t the only one nodding. Many boughs and branches swayed here and there. He heard each creak, but he couldn’t catch a glimpse of the animal, however hard he might try to find it. The treetops, which protected them from the eyes of airborne enemies, were melting into the darkness. The whole area was turning into the world of nocturnal animals, which put him on guard.

Alarm welled up deep inside. The flowing water had already reached Kasuga’s shins, and he sensed something touching his anklebone. He looked down to see a black metallic box floating near his leg.

It was a mess kit made of aluminum—unmistakably one issued by the Japanese government. Judging from its square design and good finish, it might be for an officer’s use. He immediately remembered First Lieutenant Kishimoto, for whom they were searching.

“Isn’t this his mess kit?” Kasuga asked himself as he picked it up excitedly and called out to Tomita, “Sarge! I found a mess kit!”

A big tree towered about ten meters to his left. Standing beside it, Tomita was staring at something at its base. His profile looked frozen.

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Kasuga.

Tomita looked back and slowly pointed down at a spot.

Silt was exposed around the roots of the tree. Kasuga’s eyes focused on an elongated item laying there.

It was a human left leg amputated at the groin. Looking like it had soaked in water for a long time, it was grotesquely whitened, clubbed, and swollen. But there was no conspicuous rot. Kasuga could tell that the leg hadn’t been laying there for long after it had been severed from a body.

He had seen amputated human limbs many times even before the Battle of Ramree broke out. He wasn’t in the mental state in which every sight struck terror in his heart anymore. But the sight of the leg came too abruptly to accept.

Resisting nausea, Kasuga asked, “What’s all this about?”

“I don’t know. But this is Japanese. It’s too white for Burmese,” answered Tomita in a low voice.

Kasuga regained his composure a little, and showed Tomita the mess kit. “I picked it up over there, Sarge.”

Tomita opened the lid. Kasuga also looked but could find nothing but a few grains of rice. Tomita closed the lid and tied up the mess kit to his belt. Then he put his palms together in prayer toward the leg and started a thorough inspection of it without a wince. When he lifted up the thigh, a calf half-buried in the mud came out. It wore a leather boot—clearly not a private’s gear. Kasuga watched with his lips closed firmly.

Tomita asked, “Is this mess kit all, Kasu? Did you find any other belongings?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Likely a part of the company commander’s remains.”

“I think so. The mess kit and the boot—both are for an officers’ use,” Kasuga agreed.

But he still had some doubts about the state of the leg. From the first glance, his eyes had been focused on many deep incisions, each about an inch long. He thought they were postmortem wounds, since all the gashes had lost color evenly.

Who had made those, and for what purpose? Why did this severed left leg lie alone here?

Tomita raised his head and asked, “Where are the other parts?”

“I don’t know. How would I know?”

Tomita said with confidence, “No way only this left leg could be here! The rest should be somewhere near. Let’s find it quick!”

Kasuga and Tomita found a flat place, slightly higher than the others, behind the big tree. Accumulated mud formed a natural trapezoidal stage that looked like an embankment. They saw few vertical roots on the stage, quite a difference from the rest of the mire. Kasuga supposed that place might not submerge, even at high tide.

The two climbed on the embankment to get a better view, and they found it about thirty square meters. It was covered sporadically with miscellaneous weeds.

“Oh, it’s terrible,” Tomita blurted out a hoarse voice.

When Kasuga heard it, his eyes had caught a reddish-brown blotch at his feet.

There spread a puddle of half-clotted blood like a bubbling jelly. Its breadth, extending to at least four square meters, eloquently told the story of its possessor.

The mud around it had been churned up entirely, which allowed anyone to figure out that something had dismembered the kill there. The two gazed silently at the puddle of blood for a while.

The sun had now set completely, leaving only a faint violet light in the western sky. Nevertheless, it was still stiflingly muggy in the humid mangrove. In the foul air, Kasuga’s nose caught an odor. The area reeked of something rotten—the smell of something like meat and mud commingled. It didn’t come from the amputated leg, or from the half-coagulated blood. He knew he had smelled it before a number of times. It reminded him of the story of Myinde told by the rudgi. The golden eye with a vertical slit flashed in his mind.

He felt his whole body become gooseflesh. “Sarge.”

“Yeah?”

“I think the rest of his body has been already taken away somewhere. It’s a waste of time to search. No! It will be a waste of our lives unless we stop moving around right now,” Kasuga stated.

“What?”

“I don’t know when the accident happened,” Kasuga continued, “but I’m certain something ferocious attacked First Lieutenant Kishimoto.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” asked Tomita, his face enclosed with the darkness.

“I think a crocodile got him.”

He had seen a crocodile in the creek at the foot of Hill 353 and smelled the strange odor, the same one he had first caught near Myinde. And if things went on as he was told in Myinde, drifting around them now would be the distinctive odor of a man-eating crocodile. Kasuga explained the story to Tomita quickly.

Tomita quietly listened for a while, but abruptly raised his hand to cut Kasuga off. “All right, Kasu. Maybe what you are saying is true. They say tigers caught and devoured some guys in the Arakan Mountains. This is a tropical area, and it’s no wonder surprise if such a terrible animal lives here.”

“I’ll bet it does.”

“But think! What will happen if we report this? This is a case of usual KIA. He was killed in action! You see?”

“Killed in action?”

“Yeah! Having been eaten by a croc merely means an accidental death, doesn’t it? His family can’t get a sufficient pension.”

“But the left leg alone isn’t enough to prove KIA…”

“Listen! We found a corpse seeming like First Lieutenant Kishimoto. The remains had been badly damaged, so we completed his burial on the spot. First Lieutenant Kishimoto appeared to have suffered severe attacks from a hostile gunboat during his reconnaissance duty around Myinkhon Creek and died a glorious death in the battlefield. I’m going to report it so, with his mess kit and boot as pieces of evidence. It’s fine. Never mind! As long as we keep our mouths shut, no one will get in trouble,” Tomita said decisively.

So strongly persuaded, Kasuga had no option but to agree. He nodded meekly.

But the spark of fear ignited deep inside his mind wasn’t as easily extinguishable.

Unbelievably, all of Tomita’s concern was limited to treatment for the officer’s bereaved family. Tomita seemed to have no fear of the crocodile since he had no clear image of it. But Kasuga’s own image was quite different.

Kasuga feared he might well end up the same way as Kishimoto if he stayed too long in such a place. He said, “I got it, Sarge. Now that all has been settled, let’s bury him right away.” Kasuga went back to the big tree and lifted up the leg.

He began removing the boot without the slightest hesitation. A putrid smell of crumbled flesh decomposing inside the leather seared his nose, but he knew it was no time to let that stop him. He didn’t even remember he had been feeling nauseous until then.

Looking back, he called Tomita, saying, “I don’t have my shovel here. Lend me your dah. I’ll dig a hole with it by myself.”

Tomita looked surprised at the initiative Kasuga displayed out of the blue, but soon presented him with the billhook. Kasuga mowed a few vertical roots with Tomita’s dah and madly dug the mud. The flesh of the leg had many exposed sores. He managed to lay the leg in the hole in the mud. Tomita then gave him a hand, helping to cover it with mud and soil.

When the two completed the burial and prayed to Kishimoto’s spirit together, deep darkness had settled around them.

No one anticipated they would find Kishimoto so early, so they couldn’t meet Kayama and Tada until ten o’clock, the first appointed communication time.

Nevertheless, the two—having nothing to do anymore—silently began retracing their way through the pitch-dark mangrove to the meeting place.

All of a sudden, Kasuga heard strange sounds in the darkness—intermittent, sharp sounds like the snapping of dry twigs. He concentrated all his attention on the sounds, which sounded like something were crunching a bone. Then he heard another sound, like gurgling. He thought it might be the gulping of a huge animal devouring a chunk of meat. At least, that’s how it sounded to his frightened ears. Unable to stand it anymore, he called Tomita, who was walking ahead of him. “Can you hear that sound, Sarge?”

“What sound?”

“Like something crunching a bone.”

“A bone? It can’t be. Maybe it’s just a twig being broken.” Tomita also seemed to have noticed it, but his tone delivered neither fear nor urgency.

“A crocodile is swallowing the corpse of the lieutenant somewhere near here,” Kasuga said.

“You obsessed idiot! It’s just a monkey making its way through the woods.”

“What on earth is that gurgle then? Does a monkey make such a noise?”

“I don’t know! Stop it! Are you trying to scare me? If the damned croc comes at you, give it a grenade. That’s all.”

Kasuga wanted to get out of there at once. He truly thought he must if he wanted to live. No British-Indian forces existed in his mind then. Neither the malaria nor the shrapnel wound existed. Only the golden eyes he had witnessed lingered in his mind—again and again.

A man-eating crocodile laid somewhere in the darkness. Every other terror faded out in the face of this reality.




There was no moon or stars in the sky on this deep, dark night. Second Lieutenant Yoshihisa Sumi called out to Pondgi in the dense woods.

“Hey, where are you?” Sumi knew loud voices must be avoided there, unlike the remote hilly area.

“Master Sumi, I’m here,” Pondgi replied. “I found Master Yoshitake.”

Sumi slowly took a breath upon hearing the familiar voice coming from the darkness.

Each member of the Sumi rescue party was supposed to gather in the woods after he had broken through Payadgi-Ramree Road. But it wasn’t easy for them to adjust to the complete darkness. It took more time to identify each other than he thought it would under the shadow of foliage. When they gathered, Sumi noticed Lance Corporal Yoshitake was missing. Worried, he had just dispatched Pondgi in search of Yoshitake. Pondgi had not only his good eyesight, but he could also see at night to some extent.

Shortly Pondgi emerged, pushing his way through the leaves. Sumi saw Yoshitake tailing and addressed him frankly. “Yoshitake, where on earth were you?”

“I’m sorry, Lieutenant. I got lost for a while,” Yoshitake replied.

“You said Engli were all night-blind,” Sumi laughed. “Now you’re worse.”

The soldiers snickered; Yoshitake himself also smiled, embarrassed.

The rescue party cut through the dense woods in the darkness. Sumi thought over how the plan was progressing. It was amazing that they could have crossed Payadgi-Ramree Road within a whole day and night since they had departed Taungup. He was very satisfied that they had infiltrated deep into the island, although they had paid a high price in Murakami’s life.

A hilly terrain lay between Ramree Town and the east coast, including Hill 509, where Ramree Garrison had taken up positions until February 13. In order to head for Yanthitgyi, Sumi must decide either to go over the hills or to go along the foot of the hills.

Of course, the former was the short course. But he wanted to avoid advancing into the coastal area on the very route the enemy might have taken. It was dangerous. His party might be blocked by minefields, abatis, or barbed wires installed by friends. He needed to determine the likelihood of such an ironical result since he didn’t know where the Japanese defense installations were. Now that they had called it an all-round, that position in Hill 509 should have been a fair stronghold. There was every likelihood that an enemy occupying there was utilizing it as its own. It would be a fair adventure to cut across under its nose.

Sumi finally decided to take the latter course cutting through the plain eastward between Ramree Town and the hills, which should lead them to the sea. They would be able to get to Yanthitgyi, provided that an excursion northward along the coast was added. Almost all the roads were level. They would avoid the pain of a mountain trek but would find few places to hide themselves as a result. Sumi expected that any action in broad daylight would involve considerable danger.

Besides, he found the map given by the infantry regiment quite untrustworthy. It had many mistakes, which annoyed him. It wasn’t a legitimate survey map issued by the Land Survey Department of Army General Staff Headquarters, but a rough copy of a map looted from the British. The details were inaccurate. A broad marsh might wait for them in the coast. Sumi was concerned that he might be forced to cover a boundless lowland with the aid of a map like that.

He soon heard a few soldiers in the rear whisper something to each other.

When he looked back, Sergeant Shimizu had already scrambled toward him.

“Somebody is inside the growth over there, Lieutenant,” Shimizu said under his breath as he pointed to the right.

Sumi saw a deep black shrubbery stretching on the ground where the tall trees got sparse. “Foes?”

“I don’t know yet. But I saw the growth move and heard some birds flying off from the growth. Somebody is hiding in there for sure,” answered Shimizu.

Sumi held his breath. The shrubbery in question was twenty to thirty meters away. He asked Shimizu, keeping his eyes fixed on it, “What do you think?”

“I don’t know. But I can’t take it as a foe. It’s too stealthy. It might be a local farmer.”

It wasn’t normal behavior to hide in the dark shrubbery like an animal. Sumi thought it might be a friend. Timidity made sense, if he was a remnant soldier coming under fire. Having made up his mind to take a chance, he drew his Nambu fourteen. Shimizu was also holding his handgun beside him.

“Load it, Sarge. Let’s aim together.”

“OK!”

Faint clicks of cocking traveled through the darkness.

Tension ran high. A sharp metallic sound came from the right shrubbery—the loading sound of a rifle. Sumi could tell it was the reaction of a combatant. He boldly questioned, in a loud voice, “Are you there, Japanese soldiers?”

A deep silence dominated the woods. Sumi crawled on the ground and approached the shrubbery. Behind him, Pondgi and Yoshitake aimed at the shrubbery in a prone position. Shimizu seemed to have already outflanked and held the left side.

The sky had cleared, and many stars were twinkling. The pitch-black darkness had become diluted. Although it was still vague, they could discern the surroundings more clearly than ever.

“We belong to Tsuwamono Corps under Saku Group. Are you of Nagashima Force?” shouted Sumi, using a counterespionage terminology.

After a short while, a mumbling response came from the shrubbery. “Nagashima Force? We certainly are.”

Sumi heard somebody among his men let out a deep sigh of relief.

Soldiers came out from the shrubbery, one after another, while Sumi put his pistol back and stood up. Counting five total, Sumi felt a delight welling up from the bottom of his heart. No matter how small it might be, this was the first set of friends he had directly contacted. His mission would almost be complete if he were to take them to Uga promptly and bundle them into the boats.

One man who seemed like an officer stepped up to him, looking around suspiciously with a bare sword in his hand. Sumi introduced himself, but the man only revealed his rank of first lieutenant and didn’t give his own name, or that of his unit.

Even though his rank was higher, he seemed much younger than Sumi.

Likely, he was a regular elite from the military academy. But his gaunt look reminded Sumi of a zombie. His subordinates looked much the same. They were all wrapped in threadbare cotton uniforms, with ammunition boots full of holes.

One was in bare feet. Two of them had bayonet-attached rifles. A soldier must sheathe his bayonet when he didn’t use it, because a bare bayonet reflected well and often ended up being spotted by enemies. These men seemed to have forgotten common practice. No doubt they were the men who had hidden themselves in the ridge the previous evening.

Sumi sensed some distrust from the academy first lieutenant who didn’t even sheathe his sword, so he ardently explained the details of the rescue party. While Sumi talked, the academy first lieutenant looked vacant somehow; Sumi was unsure whether he was even listening. Then, as soon as Sumi finished, he inquired sharply, “If you are a rescue party, why did you land a place like Uga on the sly? It’s on the far side of the mountains, isn’t it? Why didn’t you dare to do the east coast?”

Sumi was puzzled to be asked about what he had just detailed. Unwillingly he repeated the explanation. But the first lieutenant abruptly cut Sumi off and bawled him out. “What attire are you in? You lousy spies! Are you really His Imperial Majesty’s servicemen?”

Sumi shrank back. He felt something insane in the academy grad, who was nearly screaming regardless of the fact that they all might be in the midst of enemies. Although he was also enraged, he tried to persuade the first lieutenant despite everything. “Come to Uga with us at once, please. Soldiers of our reconnaissance regiment are waiting there with boats prepared for you and your men,”

Sumi informed him.

The first lieutenant answered, “Even though you parrot an evacuation order, I’ve already gotten the command to defend the island to the death.”

“Yes, but I’ve just told you the new evacuation order was announced on February 9.”

“Shut up! You traitor! How can I believe such talk?”

Sumi suppressed an impulse to knock him off his feet. “I’ve gotten a directive in person from Colonel Nagashima, your superior and regiment commander himself. In addition, this is a division order. His Excellency the division commander is announcing…”

“Shut up!” shouted the first lieutenant again.

“It’s dishonorable for a warrior to disobey an order. What do you think the military order is?”

“I told you to shut up! Get out of my sight and go wherever you like. We’re headed for Hill 509 to join the main body.”

“The positions in Hill 509 have already fallen into enemy hands.”

“Oh, shut up! Stop intruding, or I’ll hack you off!” snapped the academy first lieutenant as he raised the sword over his head.

It was hardly worth discussing any longer. Members of the rescue party came closer to guard Sumi, sensing the tension between the two officers. The academy officer, maybe feeling a bit oppressed, stepped back. Then he looked around at his subordinates and urged them on, saying, “Hey, what are you doing? Come on! Get a move on.”

And he began trudging northward. The four soldiers faltered as they followed him. They were totally exhausted; each face looked blank like the dead.

Sumi followed close behind to stop them, but he was pulled by the sleeve and stumbled forward. It was Shimizu who stopped him.

“Damn you! What the hell are you doing?” Sumi bawled at him.

Shimizu said, “It’s no use trying more, Lieutenant. I’ve seen officers like that many times in China. Too much war has made him insane. He can’t tell you why he is fighting now. He’s doing his own war here. I don’t want to see you hacked off here.”

“Do you want to see me hacked off in another place?”

“I didn’t say anything of the kind.”

“I don’t care what comes to such a dense officer! Which gutter he dies in is no concern of mine. But how about his men? We have lost Murakami. What excuse can I offer to him without saving somebody instead?”

“Those soldiers are much alike. Didn’t you see their faces? This was their des-tiny. They were destined, more or less, when they were placed under him. A dog can’t choose its master. It’s too late to get them back,” said Shimizu. “We can get to Yanthitgyi faster anyway, Lieutenant. We can save them there.”

The academy officer and his soldiers had already disappeared into the darkness. Members of the rescue party looked on silently, puzzled. Unable to find any other outlet for his anger, Sumi rudely brushed away Shimizu’s hand.

Sumi’s rescue party set out marching to the sea again. Sumi’s blood was still boiling. It wasn’t because he had been abused by the young idiot. He simply couldn’t stand having missed the chance to put in a good word for himself and to run back to the continent.

Sumi realized he would have to go all the way to Yanthitgyi, just as he had feared. However, it would be quite a different issue if the soldiers would meekly follow his direction, even if he could find friendly troops. He might find himself entangled in a last suicidal attack or something if he couldn’t settle things well.

He didn’t want to get involved in the height of such folly.

But the monotonous rhythm of walking gradually soothed his nerves. As

Shimizu said, the officer from the academy was indeed mad. During this battle, he might have suffered something hard enough to cause him a mental disorder, and his lot was pitiful. It was even more so for his subordinates. Sumi came to think he should at least have given them some food and ammunition at that late hour.

The sun rose over Payadgi Plain. The dense woods ended, and the rescue party came to a broad barren stretch covered sparsely by patches of low weeds. There were no hiding spaces around. A dirt road, seemingly parallel to Payadgi-Ramree Road, ran beside it.

Sumi went scouting alone and found that the enemy had settled there. An Indian fatigue party, similar to the one seen the day before, was mending the road.

It was quite a substantial troop, under the escort of a security squad with nearly ten Bren gun carriers. This troop transport vehicle was tracked, armored, and equipped with a light machine gun, as its name implied. All were parked in the opening just in front of them, with many British soldiers hanging around.

Without exception, they carried automatic rifles or Sten guns. Sumi even spotted an M3 middle tank on the other side of the road.

He tore his hair as soon as he returned to the bush where the other soldiers hid themselves. His party had just gotten stuck again. He didn’t have a strict order to contact the garrison by a definite deadline. However, the garrison planned to carry out the creek-crossing operation at midnight of February 18. He must get in touch with the garrison by that evening to be in time.

But he could not come up with any ideas on how to break through that clearing in open daylight, no matter how hard he might think. He could also find no detour around the plain. What he managed to think up was only a reckless plan to pass through the clearing by pretending to be innocent Burmese farmers.

Some of their group could speak Burmese in addition to Pondgi. And Sumi was good at English. He felt he could cope, even if British soldiers were to challenge them.

But Yoshitake, who was usually courageous, vehemently opposed this plan soon after Sumi suggested it to the soldiers, saying, “Nobody would take us for farmers without hoes or plows. We won’t make it out. Never!”

Yoshitake was right. Sumi realized his own stupidity and was forced to think again about the danger of being challenged by an enemy whom they had no chance to beat.

Then Shimizu showed his aggressiveness here again.

“We’d better take a shortcut through the hills. We should head for the sea by cutting across the all-round position there. It’s not certain that the enemy occupied the area around there, is it? It’s useless to hide here throughout the day. I’ll go myself and find if there is a good route.”

Indeed, it might be worth risking it to break through the hills. Sumi judged it better than sitting and worrying. He made an effort to be cheerful and said, “OK! I’ll go with you.” He ordered the others to stand by in the bush and started for the foot of the left hills, accompanied by Shimizu.

After a while, the two found a game trail and took it into the mountain. This place was overgrown with broad-leaved trees, unlike Hill 306, which was covered with thick tropical rain forests. Now almost all the trees were bare of leaves because of the dry season, so they feared hostile aircraft might spot them at any moment.

However, the trail led them toward Yanthitgyi, according to the compass.

Sumi and Shimizu reached the top after they had ascended the path through the broad-leaved forest for about an hour. It was flat and covered by sparse evergreen woods, cleared sporadically by some meager vegetable fields and irrigation ponds. Sumi supposed he could get a view of Hill 509 if he stood at the edge of its north side. Just then, he sensed someone was near.

About ten meters away, a big, stout man stood smoking leisurely at the bank of the small pond just in front of him. It was a turbaned and bearded Punjabi soldier with a Thompson submachine gun dangling from his shoulder. The man must have sensed something as well, because he looked around abruptly at Sumi.

Their eyes met for a moment. Sumi was startled to encounter the unexpected enemy but barely remembered that he had disguised himself. He tried to feign calm at once. But the opponent didn’t miss his split-second consternation. The suspicion shown in the man’s look turned to hatred in the twinkling of an eye.

Immediately Sumi stuck his right hand into the haversack to rummage for his pistol. But the Punjabi soldier reacted remarkably quickly. As soon as he tossed away his cigarette, he picked up the submachine gun, stabilized it on his hip, and aimed at Sumi in a flash. Sumi’s hand froze instinctively.

Sumi saw the grenade thrown by Shimizu arcing in the air. Almost at the same instant, the forty-five-caliber bullets descended on his feet and made clouds of dust rise.

The grenade landed just in front of the Punjabi soldier and had him run away.

Sumi finally managed to draw his pistol. He fired two rounds back at the man’s back and jumped into a nearby bush with his face distorted with fear and anger.

Both were merely potshots.

The grenade exploded, and twigs and leaves fluttered in the cloud of powder smoke.

Sumi and Shimizu took advantage of this moment to hurl themselves over the bank and slithered down it. Fortunately, dense grass covered this side of the bank.

“Fall back, Lieutenant! Fall back quickly! That bastard cannot be alone. A barrage is on the way.”

The two frantically crawled into the grass. Shimizu was still clenching another grenade firmly while he flattened himself on the ground. A sudden yell in a lan-guage Sumi wasn’t familiar with rose behind them, and it was soon responded to by another call. Then a hail of machine gun bullets fell all over the bank, as if they were proof of Shimizu’s words. It was safe to bet they had gotten caught by a sentry line.

In the midst of the volley, Sumi and Shimizu drew back on the slope of the bank, almost falling off. Sumi didn’t know how much time had passed. While they pushed their way through the dead grass, they came across the defoliated forest where they had started their ascent. Now they were covered with dust and sweat, but all hostile gunfire had ceased.

The critical moment had apparently passed, but Sumi felt his heart thumping fast. The Punjabi soldier whom Sumi had been up against just then was quick, but he wasn’t a marksman. He had jolted hard by the firing reaction, so the first rounds had landed around Sumi’s feet. Sumi had narrowly escaped getting shot.

If the enemy had been a better shot, or if Shimizu had hurled the grenade a bit later, his body might have been already cold somewhere around the pond.

His own KIA would be inevitable, sooner or later. The enemy had already set up a cordon even in the remote mountains far from Hill 509. The way things stood, it was natural to think all routes leading to Hill 509 were under blockade.

No doubt, it would be senseless to continue that dangerous reconnaissance.

They found the game trail and began trudging silently. Sumi recognized anew what a troublesome duty he had, and nothing could stop him from getting bogged down and depressed. He spat out the mud that had splattered into his mouth during the run and found some blood mixed in his saliva on the ground.

While slithering down the slope and falling many times, he must have gotten a cut lip.

He tried to imagine Yukiko again.

Every time Yukiko had visited him, his old, poor, lonesome boardinghouse room on the riverbank in downtown Kyoto used to brighten up, as if a garden full of flowers had been planted inside. He recalled the day when he had the meal she had cooked there. He remembered the appetizing taste and flavor of the boiled meat and potatoes with soy sauce. When he had praised her good cooking, Yukiko had flashed an embarrassed smile, showing her white teeth. That night, they had embraced each other for the first time, and he had let her sleep in his arms. It was hard to find a happier day in his entire life up until now. He had indulged in those memories many times whenever possible since the Army had drafted him. But it didn’t work now because of the disturbing smells of blood, mud, dead grass, and gunpowder, however hard he might try to bring the fragrances of those days to mind.

After quite a bit, Shimizu finally broke silence. “It was a close shave. Are you all right, Lieutenant?”

“Yeah,” answered Sumi glumly. “How about you, Sarge?”

“Somehow I’m still in one piece. But this hill is no good. Let’s get back to the unit.”

“Well, I wonder why that bastard opened fire so easily, even though we’re in disguise.”

“I don’t know,” Shimizu said, “but I suppose some Japanese guys tried that when they were retreating from Hill 509. Anyway, we’d better head for the sea by taking the course east through the barren, as you suggested first.”

Shimizu agreed with Sumi this time, which seemed rather unusual. Nevertheless, they couldn’t depart in the daytime as long as the enemy fatigue party stayed on. Sumi became lost in thought again while they walked.

The odds were fifty-fifty whether they could get to Yanthitgyi by midnight, even if they could set out right away, considering the remaining distance. And their five boats couldn’t take more than one hundred men against a garrison of one battalion. It was impossible to save all the men from the beginning.

One doubt had smoldered in his mind since he had gotten the order. From the outset, the garrison didn’t have enough boats, if any. Although everybody said a creek-crossing operation would be easy, the garrison certainly had some who couldn’t swim because of injuries or ailments. He had no idea about what those men would do. It was likely that those unable to swim would be mercilessly abandoned on the island. It was a difficult enough task, even in peacetime, to swim across the three-hundred-meter-wide Myinkhon Creek that some men deficient in physical strength or swimming ability might come back after making it halfway. These weak men would need boats the most ardently of all. He believed he’d better utilize their five boats for such men, rather than sound soldiers.

When Sumi and Shimizu came back to the bush where the soldiers were waiting for them, the time was already well past noon. Sumi determined what to do and muttered to himself and the others who could hear, “Wait until night. We can save them, even on the nineteenth. Everything is going to be all right.”

The sun set at last, and the Indian fatigue party’s Caterpillars rattled and pulled out somewhere.

Sumi’s rescue party was quick to seize the opportunity to hit the road again. A bright, calm night deepened, and they were canopied by the sky jeweled with countless sparkling stars. Before they set off, each soldier had withdrawn deep into the dense woods and had taken a nap under a bush, in turns, during the day.

And Sumi had let every free soldier cook. They had pulled back further inside and boiled rice with solid alcohol stoves or tapers, so as not to emit smoke. With meals and sleep, they had all seemed revived. Their bodies seemed to have adapted to the hardship of their duty.

But it didn’t last long. As the night wore on, Sumi’s rescue party came up against a new kind of difficulty: They stepped into vast wetlands where they couldn’t find any roads. All they could see was a boundless community of reeds much higher than a person. The mud was often up to their knees, which made the march extremely toilsome. The compass was the only thing on which Sumi could rely, since the tall wall of grass blocked his view. Each soldier merely followed the man in front of him, for he could easily turn up missing if he left the row even a little. All the men were smeared with mud and gasping for air.

Before long, Sumi’s ears caught a faint drone of engines coming toward him.

He immediately urged the members to take precautions, saying, “Enemy aircraft are coming! Freeze, everybody! Don’t shake these reeds even a bit, or we’ll get strafed.”

The drone gradually came closer. The flying objects sounded like two small planes reducing altitude. They might be searching for enemies over the field of reeds. Every man stopped on the spot, as if he had turned into a stone statue. A second later, the pitch of the exhaust changed overhead, and Superior Private Morioka raised an unexpected voice. “Oh, it’s the Rising Sun!”

Other soldiers also shouted, one and all. “Yeah, that’s right! Japanese aircraft are over our heads.”

“They are reconnaissance planes. There are two, and both are carrying bombs.”

Sumi also looked up and saw a red disk painted on the white wing. Some men jumped and waved their arms, excited with the friendly aircraft hardly seen in those days.

Sumi recalled that Colonel Nagashima had mentioned requesting air cover.

Those two must be planes of the Fifth Air Division, making a sortie to support the creek-crossing operation. They were on the way to contain hostile gunboats, as scheduled.

He looked at his watch. It was a little over half past ten. The regiment HQ

was steadily putting its strategy into action, regardless of the whereabouts or the outcomes of the Sumi rescue party. Ramree Garrison was now trying to swim across Myinkhon Creek.

After a while, Sumi heard a few faint booms from the north in a risen wind.

The friendly aircraft had likely started attacking. But those explosive sounds dropped off soon, and the lonesome, sheer silence returned. Now rustles of reeds and soft smacking footfalls in the mud were all the sounds they could hear. The odor of the sea drifted in the air. They were apparently closer to the strait.

A sound like distant thunder suddenly came from the north. It began to rumble incessantly. Sumi could tell it was the boom of a cannon. The garrison was obviously shelled around Myinkhon Creek. First Class Private Arima murmured in a grievous tone of voice, “Oh, no! They’ve been spotted. That damned crossing operation ended up in a fiasco.”

“Stop your silly talk! How can you be sure it’s a fiasco? Nothing is sure until we get there,” Shimizu said.

Then Pondgi added, “Yes, a man doesn’t die so easily, even if he gets shelled. Listen! The firing has stopped.”

Sumi strained to hear. He couldn’t figured out the real state of the strait; it might be in the midst of a fierce battle, but there was no roar of cannon fire, as Pondgi said. Only reed leaves were swaying in the wind. It was a rather serene night.

Sumi then heard Pondgi say, “Master Sumi. I’ll bet they must be alive. Let’s go help them, quick.”

Sumi’s rescue party reached Kalaidaung Creek on the morning of their third day on Ramree Island.

Mangroves covered almost all the coast there. Every tree was propped by many stilted roots and fanned out its boughs and branches, all luxuriant with thick green leaves, in all directions. The odor of the sea filled the air, and the humidity was stiflingly hot.

The rescue party went north along the creek. Now they could see the skyline of Hill 509 in the morning sunshine on their left. Sumi was relieved to know he had ever taken the right route. According to the map, they had only ten-odd kilometers left to Yanthitgyi.

Considering the fact that some garrison soldiers surely had been spotted and drawn fire on their way the previous night, he could hardly think that all of them had made their way to the continent, although he didn’t know the magnitude of the creek-crossing operation. Likely, the majority may have remained near Yanthitgyi or Myinkhon Creek to wait for the next opportunity.

Little progress was made, even though they only had a short distance to their destination. Deep mud and entangled roots hindered them. They were often forced into going this way and that in the maze of creeks, running unrestrained through mangroves in all directions and cutting off their route abruptly. The map was of no use anymore. And, in addition, Sumi submerged his precious compass by mistake while he was wading in the creeks. He immediately made temporary repairs to it, but the needle only swung unsteadily and never indicated the north as decidedly as before.

Peaty lands sometimes replaced mangroves. Instead of communities of reeds like the one that had harassed them the previous night, low weeds covered these bogs. The color was verdant despite the dry season, and water flowed gracefully, filling up creeks and running through greens, which made the scenery look like a landscape garden.

After a while, a drone fell on them. Eight fighter planes flew across the sky with their wings flashing in the morning sunlight, ripping the peaceful serenity.

They were Super Marine Spitfires, the masterpiece of British fighters. This air company might be headed for an airfield in Akyab or Chittagong. It flew away to the northwestern sky without breaking the well-ordered formation.

The noise brought Sumi, who was absorbed with the scene and not with the real world of war, back to reality.

The rescue party looked for a way through the mangroves as often as possible to keep them out of any airborne gun sights. After some time, they began to hear the sporadic roar of cannons. Unlike those of the previous day, these were heavy bass sounds, reverberating their insides. Some friends remained on that island, and they were resisting. This also meant the garrison had failed in its mass creek-crossing operation the night before. Sumi realized the turn of the rescue party drew near at last.

Shimizu came closer to him. “Lieutenant, I think everything is going to be fine,” said Shimizu.

“What do you mean?”

“Uga hadn’t yet fallen into enemy hands, at least when we landed on this island. Guys here have stayed there for more than a year, so they should know the geography well. Some guys can head for Uga by themselves if they’re given a shifting order.”

“You mean an official shifting order to Uga?” asked Sumi. “Why do you think they can get one at this late date?”

“You left the two signalmen in Uga,” Shimizu explained, “and those guys have a transmitter-receiver. The HQ in Taungup knows we’ve stolen into Uga by their wireless report. The HQ can’t be in stony silence if any radio set of the garrison is still alive. The garrison might have already got an order to shift to Uga. If so, things will take a turn for the better.”

At first, Sumi felt like Shimizu was too optimistic and told him, “That’s very wishful thinking.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Shimizu said and grinned cynically, “but it’s still possible that what I said could be true.”

Sumi didn’t say anything. He didn’t know whether Shimizu was right, but he understood that he would know nothing until he went there, as Shimizu had said the previous night.

Early that afternoon, a creek blocked their way once again. Sumi and his men reluctantly waded into the water. It was calm. However, it was unexpectedly deep, enough to reach their shoulders at its middle. Each soldier raised his gun higher in the air and made his way in the water cautiously, as if probing something on the bottom with his toe.

When he dragged himself up onto the opposite bank, Sumi saw a vast paddy, now all dried up, spread there. After all his men had gotten out of the creek, he scooped and tasted the water through which they had just waded. It wasn’t saline but fresh. This creek might be one of irrigation canals for agriculture. He could see some farmhouses scattered in the distance. All of these signs hinted this probably was an outlying settlement belonging to Yanthitgyi.

He took out his long-used map and looked for a place where the troops coming back from Myinkhon Creek might likely withdraw anew. Hill 604, located northwest of Yanthitgyi, was one option. Any other place was unfit to hide them from enemies and to set a position easily in a short time. It was still far from there. But he felt it was no distance at all, considering the long journey up to then.

However, Sumi deemed it dangerous to cut across that broad paddy under the eyes of locals and especially of the enemy planes flying this way and that. So he decided to wait for sunset.

The soldiers rested in the shadow of trees growing along the creek. Sumi also sat with his back against a tree trunk. He stared blankly at the soothing paddies, trying to think of nothing. A fresh breeze caressed his body, which was covered with sweat and mud, making him almost fall to sleep.

Suddenly he heard the dry rattling sound of a wooden clapper. Before long, a cow came along, probably belonging to a nearby farmer. Walking on the levee leisurely, it passed in front of him.

The cow headed straight for the creek they had just waded across. The

moment the cow stuck out its head to drink, a huge thing leaped out from the water. It was so fast that the whole figure was blurred. When it clutched the muzzle of the cow, it was still long enough for Sumi’s eyes to focus for the first time.

He saw it as big white jaws, each purfled by a row of pointed teeth. The cow straddled on the spot and offered resistance. It was an adult with a hefty body.

The muscles of its rump bulged, as if flaunting its physical power.

The next instant, the big jaws jerked and gyrated. The thing so powerful it flipped all four legs of the cow in midair without even giving it time to bellow.

Many sprays and splashes went up when the cow fell into the water, and the creek was thrown into a complete tumult.

Sumi was astounded, and couldn’t figure out what was happening. However, the commotion in the water came to a sudden stop, and the two animals silently disappeared into the water. The dead tranquility then returned to the surface as if nothing had happened.

Sumi turned pale in astonishment. He couldn’t imagine the power required to drag the cow into the water in an instant, without the slightest hesitation in dragging its gigantic body. It was a diabolic power only held by carnivorous animals.

Sumi had just witnessed the power of a crocodile for the first time in his whole life.

Then he found Shimizu squatting just beside him. Shimizu’s big, sturdy body somehow looked smaller than usual.

“Oh, Sarge! Did you see that?” Sumi asked. He noticed himself shaking and tried to stop it but couldn’t.

“Yeah, I did. It’s hideous. I really didn’t know until now what a terrible place we’ve been thrown into,” Shimizu answered with a dry throat. His face showed obvious fright. The experienced stalwart of dauntless courage was not to be seen.

The other soldiers cowered as well.

A formidable carnivore lurked in the very water where they had taken strides a little while earlier. This was shocking enough to render them speechless.

The crocodile must have known the cow was approaching, and had been pre-cisely aiming at that animal. Otherwise, it couldn’t have overlooked the herd of prey straying stupidly into its territorial water. It was pure luck that they were all still alive.

After some time, each soldier stood up and timidly approached the creek, holding his gun at the ready. There were no remnants of the grisly event that had just occurred. All they saw was the dark water flowing slowly.

The sun set into the ridge of Hill 509, where the decisive battle had unfolded between the Twenty-sixth Indian Division and Ramree Garrison. Sumi let his party go through the wetlands, as soon as he made sure the sky was clear of enemy planes.

They had used the darkness to hide themselves from enemy eyes until then.

Now they all realized the same darkness was also keeping the uncanny carnivore lurking in ambush mode to catch a prey out of their sight. Sumi felt the surroundings were dangerous since he had seen the crocodile up close. He called Pondgi from the rear and asked him what he knew about crocodiles.

Pondgi told him a crocodile was a cold-blooded animal who disliked sudden changes of its body temperature. So it often laid in water at night and moved around, regardless of sheer darkness, because it was nocturnal. Therefore, it was especially dangerous to approach any waterside at night, Pondgi said.

Sumi knew that for the rest of the night, they couldn’t avoid the waterside. All members of the rescue party kept away from creeks as much as possible upon restarting the march. When they had no option but to cross, all their attention was focused upon it. They entered a creek one man at a time, while the others kept a close watch with their forefingers on the triggers, lest a crocodile should go at him at any moment.

Pondgi said the crocodile’s scaly back skin was so hard that it might resist pistol bullets. It was even doubtful if the Sten gun, having shown its potency at the encounter with the British, would be effective against a crocodile, to say nothing of Sumi’s Nambu fourteen. The only thing they could rely on was their rifle’s slightly better piercing ability.

Pondgi added that the eyes of crocodiles glow at night like cats’ eyes. Sumi searched over all the water surface with his one precious flashlight each time they entered water. A croc’s retinas apparently reflect incoming light and appear to glow red. If he turned the flashlight on near enemies, he would run the risk of being spotted easily. It might be suicide.

But the rows of sharp-pointed teeth seen earlier were more frightening than enemy bullets, so it seemed rather reasonable to search with a flashlight, despite the risk.

They made their way nervously across creeks, one after another, and came across a small settlement surrounded by tiny dry paddies. Roofs thatched by the leaves of nipa palm loomed in the darkness.

Sumi felt confident that it was Yanthitgyi, for he had checked it on his map many times during the journey. They had gotten to their destination. The time was well past midnight. He found the silhouette of a mountain that looked like Hill 604 in the northwestern night sky and felt strong.

Its folds were so intricate that even mountain guns couldn’t shell that hill easily. It was highly probable that the garrison had reset its position somewhere in that hill.

He heard no roar of cannons after sunset. It was likely that neither army had completed the build-up of troops yet. Sumi thought he could outwit any enemies who were busy assembling if he could find the garrison and evacuate it before the enemies resumed an offensive.

But a violent burst rose from an unexpected direction. It came from the east, the direction of Myinkhon Creek. Sumi thought it a mortar shell. It was incessant and showed no sign of stopping. This shelling was serious. No doubt it was from the enemy, because their friends couldn’t have such quantities of ammo now. The enemy was stamping out the Japanese. Considerable numbers of soldiers who had failed to cross the creek the night before probably roamed around adjacent mangroves and caught the fire helplessly.

Sumi immediately sent his troops to Myinkhon Creek. He had to get in touch with the friends, who were now under fire, to evacuate them somewhere safe as soon as possible. The enemy was so close now that he heard the discharging sound—like a high-pitched drumbeat—rising among the consecutive explosions.

Sumi saw the muzzle fires and promptly located the position of the enemy. An artillery unit of about three or four mortars was deployed around the dry paddy in front of him. Lit by star shells launched one after another, the crown of the mangrove was almost shining. The massive dose of flares led him to surmise that the enemy probably hadn’t located the Japanese position yet. Was it a reconnaissance in force, or an effort at intimidation? Had the friends hiding themselves in mangroves aroused the enemy somehow? He was seized by a complicated emotion, a mixture of expectation and impatience.

The rescue party went around the rear of the enemy position and plunged into the mangrove on the right. They pushed their way through the dense woods. Like the enemy, they didn’t know their friends’ position. They needed to get a wider view.

All of a sudden, a shell exploded just fifty meters ahead of Sumi, and he saw black shadows of branches and twigs ripped away by the blast dancing in the air.

He and his men hit the dirt. Sumi was terrified, expecting the next shell to come at any moment. But it didn’t come. The shot they had nearly caught might have been the last; the pounding seemed to have stopped at last.

Soon after they resumed rushing through the woods, their range of vision widened. Then a pitch-black waterway burst into view; it was Myinkhon Creek. If it was daytime, they would have been able to see the Burmese mainland far on the opposite bank, but now it was just endless darkness.

They found a thicket jutted out into the creek and plunged into it. Saltwater lapped against their shins. From the thicket, Sumi could look in both directions along the edge. He prudently hid himself behind one of tree trunks and resolutely commanded the others while keeping his attention on anything unnatural.

“They must be around here. Now divide up and search for them!” Sumi commanded the troops.

A star shell abruptly went up behind them again before he finished the last word. A dazzling luminosity almost like daylight shone all around, and dyed the foliage in a lively green. Sumi immediately took advantage of this opportunity to view his surroundings.

And he saw something he didn’t expect.

It was a large cluster of countless little lights floating on the surface—many pairs of red lights spread along the water’s edge. Though most drifted the creek slowly to the left, some didn’t move at all—near the rim of the very thicket where the rescue party hid, as if they were laying siege to it. Just when Sumi realized what those lights were, Pondgi sharply alerted him from behind. “Master Sumi. Watch out! Crocodiles are aiming at us!”

In a moment, the memory of the earlier horrific event returned to Sumi’s mind. He cowered on the spot, almost instinctively.

The star shell was burning itself out. Darkness began to reign over the creek again, and the cluster of lights encircling the thicket was also melting away into the dark surface. Sumi managed to suppress the fear welling up and shouted a command: “Prepare to fire!”

A series of sharp metallic sounds of cocking and releasing safety latches was heard in the darkness.

“Here is dangerous. Draw back by ten meters. Get away from the water! But don’t move quickly!” Pondgi said from somewhere behind.

Every soldier began pulling back with his gun at the ready.

What they were up against them now was no human. Any jerky motions might evoke an attack. Everybody moved slowly, like a Noh actor. Sumi was barely able to bear the fear that those white, triangular jaws might break through the darkness and come at him at any moment. He managed to tread on soggy mud before being carried away by the impulse to scream, when a crack of gunfire pealed out from inside the woods on their left. It continued by ones and twos. He could clearly see its muzzle flash in the deep, dark mangrove. It wasn’t further than two hundred meters, or even less.

Pointing in the direction of the gunfire, Morioka said, “It’s the fire of a model thirty-eight infantry rifle, Lieutenant!”

Others also shouted. “Yeah, no doubt! That sound is exactly the same as our rifles.”

“The friendly troop is firing now!”

“We’ve found them at last!”

This firing of rifles awakened their excitement. Yoshitake’s voice was trembling, like he was unable to restrain his emotion. “It’s really worth wading across all the way here. Let’s go and guide them to the south paddy, Lieutenant.”

“Wait! Don’t get flustered. Remember the enemy is around,” Sumi said, holding his rash subordinates with a stifling snap.

The sporadic firing of model thirty-eights didn’t cease, but he didn’t detect even the slightest hint of hostile return fire. If they fired even one shot at the dominating enemy, then there would be the devil to pay. Something was strange.

If they weren’t engaged in a gunfight, what were they shooting at?

Then Sumi heard a weird sound. Mixed with the reports of rifles, a strange shriek, like that of a monkey, came up from the mangrove where they had just witnessed the muzzle fire flashing. But it was obviously different from the monkey jabber they had heard many other times in jungles.

Suddenly every piece of the puzzle linked up in his brain, and he felt like his blood had frozen. He was listening to the screams of men. Then Sumi heard Pondgi mutter quietly, as if he shared the appalling conclusion: “Crocodiles are eating Japanese soldiers.”




Superior Private Minoru Kasuga came back to his old foxhole on the morning of February 17, after he and his colleagues had stopped the search for First Lieutenant Kishimoto. He dawdled a whole day there. The HQ staff confirmed the mess kit and the boot as Kishimoto’s equipment. Sergeant Keiichi Tomita apparently had reported his death to the battalion HQ as KIA, as planned. No one mentioned crocodiles after that.

Then an orderly came from the HQ at daybreak of February 18 and notified them that the escape operation would be put in action that midnight, and that everyone should prepare one or two bamboo poles of about two and a half meters length. The instruction ordered each soldier to fill up the hollows of the stem with 2.7 liters of drinking water. They would be forced to swim across Myinkhon Creek by using the bamboo as makeshift buoys. This was ancient enough to remind some of the Warring States period, when armored feudal lords competed for dominance in the sixteenth century. Tomita was infuriated to hear the way-too-primitive plan being called an operation and bawled out the orderly. But once the order had been announced, they had nothing to do but to obey it.

Kasuga had been cutting the bamboo at the foot of Hill 604 when he heard of the death of Second Lieutenant Jinno. A soldier from Machine Gun Company HQ, shifting from Saikpya Village, told him. According to the soldier, Saikpya had suffered an air strike while Tomita Squad had searched for First Lieutenant Kishimoto two days before. The bombing had destroyed all the precious sampan that MG Company HQ had independently maintained to carry the severely injured men. And an automatic cannon had blown off Jinno’s right leg. Jinno must have thought nothing could be done to save him, because reportedly he had entered a nearby mountain alone and killed himself with a grenade.

The soldier told him Jinno’s words to everyone before his death: “I’ve dispatched Sergeant Tomita and his men to Yanthitgyi to study the escape route there. Be sure to pick them up before the creek-crossing operation and take them to the continent. Don’t leave my men in this damned island. Not even one!”

Kasuga was surprised. It was the first and last consideration for his subordinates shown by their platoon commander, whose life until then had been filled with self-protection and deviousness. Kasuga stopped sawing for a while, feeling compassion for his commander. Jinno probably knew his company had lost all the sampan to ferry him. Otherwise, Jinno might have tried to run away to Taungup, even on one leg. The decision to commit suicide couldn’t have been easy.

Kasuga now realized the difficult situation they faced.

Just as Tomita or Jinno had forecasted, the withdrawal seemed to begin from Yanthitgyi. Soldiers were coming from every corner of the island into the surrounding hills, one after another. Unlike Kasuga and others, the soldiers coming there were quite unfamiliar with the geography. When they got a order to bring bamboo, they didn’t know where to find one. Some of them entered the nearby settlements at their own initiative, battered down private houses, and even plundered bamboo poles that were precious building materials for the locals.

This reminded Kasuga of a time he had been slapped by an officer. It was the time their troop had gotten delayed in Rangoon, just after he had come to Burma. He had been out on official duty in a sweltering heat. While he walked on the street teeming with people, he had gotten thirsty and pinched a mango from a passing fruit seller’s cart. Though he had had money, he had thought it bothersome to bargain, for he hadn’t known enough Burmese yet.

As soon as he had taken a bite of it, a fat officer with a saber in his belt, had come out of nowhere and given him a binta, the hard slap, powerful enough to knock him down onto the dusty street. The officer had looked furious; he had apparently seen the whole sequence of events.

He had told Kasuga off, saying, “Listen, you private! You might think it’s only a mango, but what you’re doing now is clear plunder. The Imperial Army is fighting against Britain to liberate Asian people from white men’s colonial rules.

However hard we may try to enforce discipline among front-line troops, if troops like you act this way, how can we set a good example for the locals?”

The sudden confrontation between the two Japanese had attracted a crowd of local spectators. It had been intolerably humiliating for Kasuga to be abused in front of many Burmese, but he had known that the officer was right.

But how about the Imperial Army’s actions of late? They stole rice, stock, and even building materials from locals who were anything but rich. Such actions were opposite their intentions, although they couldn’t help it, being on the verge of death. They might have lost not only the purpose, but the meaning of this war.

Kasuga realized nobody pretended to be brave and impressive anymore, once doomed to defeat. He recalled the face of a soldier, joyful to know of the evacuation order, who had been tearing the bamboo wall apart. Next he tried to remember the face of the fat officer who had foamed at the mouth and admonished him, but the image in his mind was somehow blurred. Though he had surely suffered the burning disgrace, the event seemed long ago.

The sun went down, and brilliantly crimsoned clouds drifted just above the ridgeline of Hill 604. The command was announced—at last—to plunge into Myinkhon Creek. A crowd of soldiers shouldering bamboo poles began moving out. It was not an orderly march; most of them rambled. It was rather natural, because the order to evacuate to the continent lacked any specific instruction.

Was this order issued hastily, without studying the escape route thoroughly, since First Lieutenant Kishimoto had met with an untimely death? Kasuga didn’t understand the reason. The only thing he could do now was to follow Tomita.

He was now the acting platoon commander, due to the successive deaths of Arakawa and Jinno. However, he also followed the fragmentary guidance of MG

Company almost blindly. Even though he knew quite a bit about the way to the creek because of his experience in search of First Lieutenant Kishimoto, he fell in line with the others, his face showing despair and resignation.

Various reports had come to light via word of mouth among the soldiers. The regiment HQ had reportedly dispatched a relief column, and it had already stationed itself at a village called Lamu on the opposite bank. But in addition to crossing the creek, they would have to keep walking for no less than a week to get there. Mangroves covered the continental side as well, and it would be a journey probably without food and drink.

Kasuga heard that friendly aircraft would come to attack hostile vessels blockading there just before the time of action. However, he was disappointed to hear that they consisted of only two type one hundred reconnaissances. The Allies had apparently advanced on a massive scale toward Mandalay. Now all Japanese troops were at stake. The Army Air Service had no fighters or bombers to allocate here now, so it was flying reconnaissances, hurriedly bomb-laden, instead as a last resort. But there were only two.

The garrison HQ seemed to have experienced many twists and turns up to the decision of this evacuation. The regiment commander in Taungup said they didn’t need to fight to the death and repeatedly ordered them to come back to the continent by all means. Nevertheless, most company commanders had taken a skeptical view of the operation, along with the battalion commander himself, until they eventually decided to carry out the crossing. First Lieutenant Okawa, the Sixth Company commander, opposed it vehemently, claiming the troops were very likely to be spotted if they all tried a forced crossing of the creek in the face of the enemy. Okawa said he couldn’t agree with such an irresponsible operation, and he also insisted they should build up a guerilla front there so that they could seize every opportunity to make repeated small withdrawals after gathering as many boats as possible.

But an order was an order, after all. The battalion commander had decided to carry out the creek-crossing operation. On the other hand, First Lieutenant Okawa never budged an inch from his view. So it was settled by the battalion commander that only Sixth Company would remain and back up the rest of the evacuating soldiers. Probably, he didn’t want to prosecute Okawa with disobey-ing an order.

Kasuga was delighted to hear the evacuation would proceed, but was worried about the real state of affairs. He came to think that a guerilla war in the mountains, as Okawa had said, might be a better idea. He also wondered if he could really swim that vast creek with the help of a humble bamboo pole. If they were spotted and raked by enemies on their way, what would the outcome be? Evading wouldn’t work in the middle of the creek, to say nothing of counterattacks. Even if they were fortunate enough to make it across safely, could he get to Lamu with only 3.6 liters of water in his canteen and the hollows of a bamboo?

But the foulest feeling among them all was a rather primitive fear which threw Kasuga into a blue funk.

As soon as they greeted the dawn of February 17, Tomita Squad resumed searching for any other trace of First Lieutenant Kishimoto but didn’t find anything new. How he was lost and killed ended up as an unsolved mystery.

But Kasuga believed a crocodile had gotten Kishimoto. Even the company commander himself had gone reconnoitering. Armed escorts should have accompanied him as a rule. Nevertheless, the commander had vanished into thin air when they noticed. So it was settled as a missing person case.

As an officer, Kishimoto should have had a handgun, at least. Defying the weapon, the crocodile carried him away in a flash. His disappearance had not been a human deed. Nobody could explain that puddle of blood and the amputated leg in that context.

Uncanny reptiles with tremendous power were prowling in the pitch-darkness of the mangrove, and Kasuga knew he must go there again. He was feeling desperate enough without that additional concern. It was hard to keep his sanity.

The strength of numbers helped to calm his fears a little. He was still in the Army, though it was on the run. When he entered the mangrove before, he had been accompanied only by Tomita. But this time, two-thirds of the garrison would advance there at once. Looking around, he could see many soldiers marching shoulder to shoulder. Although they didn’t have heavy firearms anymore, all armed themselves with rifles, grenades, or even light machine guns. It made him feel that he had a chance of not being chosen as a crocodile’s target.

Marching among the desolate, elongated column, Kasuga went through the

dense bamboo thicket. Many men around him carelessly hit each other with bamboo, for the long poles on their shoulders hindered their walking. A clear clang broke the sheer silence and reverberated throughout the thicket every time, followed by rebuking shouts. Kasuga thought it far from a quiet march.

Now Tomita led the MG Fifth Platoon, which was running out of members, and it got on the tail end of MG Company. When Kasuga passed through the bamboo thicket and neared the community of nipa palm, the sun had set completely. The waxing half-moon was shining far above the already-blackened ridgeline of Hill 604.

Leaves glistening in moonlight looked like bare swords, giving Kasuga ominous impressions. But they began to vanish as the odor of the sea came drifting upon them. Their platoon had stepped into the mangrove. It was difficult to walk there, even in daylight. Their march quickly stagnated, and the groans of many soldiers were heard here and there. The darkness increased considerably, as layers of branches and leaves of salt-tolerant trees covered the night sky.

Kasuga feared being left behind. Still worse, his shrapnel wound had begun throbbing with pain, and he broke out in a cold sweat. If he were to stray here, what would his fate be? It was too terrible to think. Almost desperately, he pushed his way through the trees, keeping the white sash across Tomita’s chest, looming faintly in the darkness ahead, in his sights.

He didn’t know how many hours they had been walking anymore. When he stopped to wipe the sweat from his forehead, he noticed a breeze that carried with it the hum of aircraft exhaust. Friendly reconnaissances had likely come to cover the crossing, as scheduled. A little later, the bang of a detonation could be heard up ahead. Then clatters of machine guns started reverberating. Hostile vessels had probably taken up positions on Myinkhon Creek as expected, and the recon section was challenging them to a gunfight. Kasuga could tell an aerial bomb caused the first blast.

The pitch of the aircraft drone fluctuated continuously, probably caused by the recon pilots busily manipulating their throttles. It was punctuated by the sporadic firing of machine guns, but Kasuga couldn’t tell if it was friend or foe. All of this action was unexpectedly near. All the soldiers, including Kasuga himself, had stopped. Everyone listened to the course of events in breathless suspense.

Abruptly, the clattering died down. Kasuga expected a deafening explosion of an enemy boat, but the surroundings were sinking into a hush again. The recon section might have already beaten a hurried retreat; nobody could hear their exhaust.

The whole battle ended in less than five minutes. Kasuga wondered what caused it to end so quickly. Two planes might have been too few, or they might not have had enough ammo. Or, the firepower or the number of enemy boats might have been too much or many for the recons.

Kasuga was disappointed. He didn’t understand what that operation meant.

He doubted such a halfway attack could contain the enemy. Even when looked at in the most favorable light, it was hard to think the air support had gotten the desired results—to make their crossing operation easy. Instead, it seemed to advertise that the Japanese Army was doing something that night. He couldn’t help feeling it was an unwelcome favor, being sorry for the airmen having come to support them without considering the difficulty of night attacks.

After a short while, a voice came from the front. “Our spearhead has arrived at Myinkhon Creek. Hurry up!”

Kasuga could see the sky through the foliage, which was getting more sparse.

Now it was late at night, and the moon was setting in the hill. But it was lighter than expected, owing to the firmament full of stars.

When the Fifth Platoon finally got to the waterside, Kasuga found the area already full with soldiers. One was tying a light machine gun, wrapped up by an inner tube of a tire, to his torso. Others were building a raft with bamboo poles they had kept and carried with jealous care. Some exhausted soldiers were sitting down on the ground idly with vacuous expressions on their faces.

Tomita stopped a man nearby. “Hey, what’s coming up? Have you gotten any orders to prepare?”

“I don’t know.” The answering soldier was just about to slip off his clothes.

“What do you mean you don’t know? You’re preparing for creek crossing yourself, aren’t you? Where is the company commander?” Tomita bawled at the man.

“I don’t know means I don’t know. There’s been no news of the company commander since he went to the battalion HQ to receive an order. I’m just preparing for whenever the damn order to dive may come,” answered the soldier rather calmly.

The man seemed like an old regular. He had the presence of a man who had served a long hitch in the military. Although his manner of speaking wasn’t rude, he continued to undress without showing the slightest wince at Tomita’s bluster.

Having gone through the maze of the mangrove, all the troops of Machine Gun Company were tangled up at the waterfront. And their chain of command was much the same.

Kasuga began to fret anew upon looking at the left side of the creek, where a black dotted line extended along the surface. It was a column of soldiers who had already started swimming toward the opposite bank, unseen in the darkness.

They were riflemen of Seventh Company who had been marching ahead of Machine Gun Company. Far from the preparation, they were clearly performing the crossing itself. Meanwhile, MG Company stayed behind without knowing whether the order to prepare had been issued or not. The situation had already become critical.

The murky water of Myinkhon Creek flowed quietly in front of Kasuga’s eyes.

It was quiet enough to make him feel he could hear the twinkling of the stars in the sky.

After keeping silent for a while, Tomita raised his voice. “Listen, men! Prepare for crossing right now. You have my permission. There is no time to wait for an official order anymore. Throw away everything you don’t need. The regiment commander issued the order to return with no property but our own bodies.”

All of the Fifth Platoon had been waiting for this. Everybody hurriedly set out fixing himself up for the crossing. Kasuga took off all his clothes except his “fundoshi,” a classical underwear made with white cotton. He decided to discard his helmet and all of his spare clothes, and he also gave up the idea of bringing the rice, except for some in the hollow of the bamboo pole. He thought it wasteful to abandon his hard-hulled rice but had no option but to make his outfit as light as possible.

Then he destroyed his gas mask. As equipment for chemical warfare, it was originally classified. Not so sure that he should discard it so easily, he asked Tomita for instructions—only to be shouted at. “You idiot! Do you have any idea what’s so classified about such junk? It’s nothing but charcoal!”

Kasuga meekly tossed the wreckage in his knapsack, where he put most of the things he was leaving behind. He shoved the knapsack into one of cavities among the prop roots and quickly covered it with mud.

He didn’t have much to start with. Rushed by Second Lieutenant Jinno, he had already left the bulky equipment, like a shelter tent and blankets, in the trench around Payadgi before he had taken part in the Battle of Mountain Maeda. He had also buried letters and photographs from home in the old foxhole at Yanthitgyi Hill 604. Even if he got killed and skewered by the point of a bayonet, he didn’t want to be the source of laughter for enemies about his happy peacetime memories.

Then he stuffed his uniforms, smeared with dust and dirt, into a haversack.

After he had packed his mess kit with the inner tray containing Hirono’s finger bone, his canteen, and his ammunition boots, he painstakingly tied the swollen haversack to the bamboo pole with a hempen cord. As the finishing touch, he attached his bayonet and a rubber pouch, keeping three precious grenades inside, to the belt of his fundoshi. Now all was ready. He inhaled deeply. The air filling his lungs was damp and smelled of saltwater. Nevertheless, it felt somewhat bracing.

Abruptly a stifling holler was heard from their right. “Fifth Platoon! Where is Fifth Platoon?”

One gaunt soldier threaded through the tree trunks and came running toward them. Tomita promptly responded, “Here we are! I’m the acting commander.”

Tomita eagerly threw his arm about and shook his white sash with another hand. The soldier could be an orderly dispatched belatedly by the company HQ.

He came up to Tomita and said, “I pass on an order from the company commander! All the Machine Gun Company should cross the creek and shift to Lamu by breaking through all the marshes in the opposite bank. If needed, all are allowed to occupy positions at Leikdaung Island on the way, assemble there, and destroy the pursuing enemy. Over!”

Although the wording sounded ridiculous, this meant that the crossing operation had gone into action. Kasuga swallowed his saliva and waited for instructions. He was in the middle of the tropics; nonetheless, the night air touching his naked body was so cold that he got goose bumps.

Tomita said seriously, “Hey, men! You fought well up to now. Though it ended up a retreat to our regret, you have nothing to feel ashamed of. Swim to the mainland, no matter what. Let’s go!”

Tomita had already gotten naked, save for his fundoshi. He put his pistol, tucked in a rubber pouch, on his head, wrapped a rag over his head and cheeks, and tied it up under his chin, which looked weird. With Tomita in the lead, every soldier stepped into the water without a word. Kasuga also followed. When his thigh soaked in the viscid saltwater, he felt the festering wound reopen. It should have been excruciatingly painful, but, strangely, no pain struck him; his senses had been paralyzed at the border between life and death.

As the water reached his throat, his feet automatically left the mud on the bottom. He clung to the bamboo pole and gave himself to the flow of Myinkhon Creek. The bank was already one hundred meters far behind when he looked back. He could vaguely see many figures of soldiers, going this way and that. A confused air hung over the waterside.

“Look sharp! Why don’t you swim properly?”

Urged by Tomita in a low voice, Kasuga started kicking the water. Then the throbbing pain of his thigh returned. Uncanny things, indistinguishable between seaweed and fish, sometimes touched his bare skin, making him shudder every time. He wanted to get out of the water as soon as possible.

Seventh Company was going ahead. He could see a group swimming skillfully with overhand strokes. Their spearhead had already melted away into the silent darkness toward the continent far in the distance. Kasuga thought some swimming experts in the vanguard were probably leading the whole company.

Suddenly, a stifling scream went up from the darkness.

It wasn’t as loud as it was deep and piercing. The grievous voice sounded like a cry for help. Kasuga and others in their column stopped swimming instinctively.

Someone had called out carelessly in the middle of the secret operation, breaking through enemy lines. It was unthinkably absurd behavior. An accusing voice slipped from someone’s lips on their right. “Oh, shit! What a stupid guy!”

“Did something serious happen to someone in the Seventh?” Kasuga asked himself. But the following event didn’t give him even a moment to think it about.

A whistle was heard from nowhere apparent, then a dazzling light quite unexpectedly flashed on in the left—an enemy searchlight, no doubt. A gunboat had been lurking somewhere in the creek. The white shaft of light immediately started scanning the area, and a great number of heads of Japanese soldiers emerged on the surface, as black as India ink.

“Sarge!” Kasuga uttered out of fear.

The staccato of a machine gun began roaring on his left, accompanied by the low-pitched exhaust. Tomita immediately warned his men in an unexpectedly louder voice than usual; even he seemed flustered. “They spotted us. They’ll kill us for sure if we keep swimming. Go back to the island! Then if you make it, dive inside as deep as you can. Don’t dawdle at the edge, or you’ll get riddled!”

Kasuga changed directions as he was told. He faced the bank, held tightly to the bamboo pole, and kicked the water frantically. Then another crack went up from behind, sounding like a high-pitched drum beat. He looked back and saw an object emitting blue light and wafting overhead. Bathed in the bright light of the parachute flare, an enemy barge, like the one he had witnessed two days before spitting countless streaks of fire indiscriminately in the middle of the creek, revealed itself. Agonizing screams of Japanese soldiers went up, mixed with the incessant clamor of the heavy machine gun roaring and the whistle shrieking.

Where in the world did the silence go? Now everything was maddening.

Almost panicked, Kasuga swam toward the bank for his life. He didn’t know when he had made it; he had been scuttling on all fours on the mud near a big tree when he noticed.

Already the creek was out of his view. But the enemy was raking through the area along the edge, as Tomita had said, and many streaks of colorfully sparkling tracers pierced the mangrove from behind. They were beautiful, but countless invisible bullets surely preceded each spark tail. Of course, everything would be over if any of them hit him.

“Come here, Mister Kasuga!”

It was the voice of First Class Private Tada. Straining his eyes, Kasuga managed to find two figures looming in front of the big tree. They were Tomita and Tada. Both were squatting and beckoning to him. Kayama, the ammo bearer, wasn’t with them. That fat, slow-footed soldier had likely gotten lost or killed already. Kasuga sidled up to them as fast as his legs could carry him. Having timed the enemy fire, the three ran further inland by using the trunks and roots of big trees as their cover.

Finally they made a clean escape deep into the sea of foliage, seemingly safe for the time being. Everyone had been too tired to speak when the tumult of war finally settled down. They didn’t see any other friends there, and they had no way to find anyone in the darkness.

“We lost the unit. We can do nothing but to wait here for daybreak,” Tomita said.

Then Kasuga was seized by deadly drowsiness. He pulled a dripping wet jacket out of his haversack, slipped it on, and lay down on the ground with his head pillowed on entangled, muddy roots. His energies were almost used up by the battle, which had lasted nearly a month.

“How wasteful it is to use what little strength I have left not in escape or combat, but in pulling back to the starting place!” Kasuga told himself. He fell into a deep sleep, despite being as wet as a drowned rat.

Kasuga had the dream of the dragon coming out of the water fountain at the Hachiman shrine again. As usual, he couldn’t move in front of the statue, which was wriggling to substantiate itself.

This time the dragon with the golden eyes began spurting fire from its mouth after it had come alive. He saw flares between the rows of sharp-pointed teeth wriggle and whirl lively, as if each were an animal itself. Suddenly one of those came at him across the air. Twining itself around his legs while he stood there in a daze, the flare rushed up to his head. He resigned himself to his fate and felt the fire scorching his whole body mercilessly.

Then he was released from the old dream and woke up. The mangrove where he lay was gloomy, even in the daylight. But still, he noticed several sunrays coming down almost vertically through the dense tree crowns. These bright patches mottled the mud on the ground, and a thin column of vapor rose from each spot.

He had apparently slept until nearly high noon. Gasping in stifling mugginess, he raised his upper body and found himself covered with sticky sweat. This tropical heat had likely caused his nightmares. Even so, he wondered why he had the same dream every so often. He supposed it might mean something important.

Then Kasuga put his lips to a hole drilled on his bamboo pole. The water inside was unexpectedly cool enough to moisten his throat, which revived him slightly.

Tomita and Tada had already awakened. Both men were so dirty that they looked like mud dolls. But Tomita worked to keep morale high. He had searched the area and had already found no less than twenty stray soldiers.

After the terrible confusion, the operation had ended in a miserable failure.

Numerous soldiers had probably been killed. Of course, some could have broken through the enemy patrol line and reached the continent. But most probably had no option but to pull back to the island like they did.

All the men whom Tomita picked up belonged to Fifth Company. Having

lost their unit as well, they had been wandering the mangrove since the day broke. There was a probationary officer among them. But this man who out-ranked all was no more than a fledgling, a student-turned-reserve-officer with no experience of actual warfare. Such a man must have had enough, having been thrown into the harsh crossing operation on the spur of the moment. He developed a mental disorder and seemed of no use as a commander. So a veteran sergeant, whose wiry and firm body reminded Kasuga of a steel bar, led the group instead. Those who were there then decided to try crossing the creek independently that night again, following discussions between Tomita and this sergeant.

The enemy would be patrolling there, as always. Everyone could tell the way was perilous enough. Nevertheless, they concluded the bungle of the massive mobilization all at once had caused the failure the previous night and assumed they could made it if they did it in small groups.

At first, Sergeant Steel Bar of Fifth Company insisted they should join up with Sixth Company and wage a guerilla war. But Tomita rejected it flatly, saying,

“What will you do if the enemy lands at Taungup? We’ll lose all the places we could even to shift to anymore. We’ll be isolated and deserted on all sides. In the first place, the regiment commander himself is urging us to get away from the island and come back.” Tomita was sticking to the evacuation plan, no matter what.

While the two sergeants argued, Kasuga toyed with a thought from the previous night’s events. One man accidentally let out a sound, and that caused the exposure of everyone. Was someone drowning from exhaustion on the way across? He closed his eyes and remembered the figures of the Seventh Company soldiers swimming with steady, powerful strokes. Many of the Second Battalion came from fishing villages, so they had a lot of good swimmers. Those who took on the vanguard should have been even better. Could they really have drowned so easily?

Then the puddle of jellied blood he had seen three days before crossed his mind, followed by the image of the white amputated leg—the remains of First Lieutenant Kishimoto, most likely. Those countless gashes on it must have been teeth marks. Further, the golden eye and the distinctive stench, like a mixture of mud with carrion, returned to him. The pitiful soldier might have suffered the same fate as Kishimoto.

The same terror he had felt in the mangrove at dusk struck him again. Kasuga believed everything was happening as he had feared. But the inference was too gruesome to accept easily, even though he drew it himself. In the middle of the sweltering and scorching heat, he couldn’t stop shivering.

Kasuga worried about food as well. In his haversack, he had kept nothing to eat except for several pieces of soggy, stale hardtack and about one liter of rice trans-ferred from the hollow of the bamboo. It seemed almost impossible for him to stretch those out for a week. Unable to put up with the heat, he had consumed all the water in the bamboo during the day. Now he had only a canteen-full of water left. The bamboo was empty. Nonetheless, he couldn’t discard it, since he learned from the experience the night before that he had to rely on its buoyancy to swim across that vast stretch of water.

Kasuga crawled between the entangled prop roots on his hands and knees, and caught a mudskipper and a crab in the early afternoon to save provisions. He dared to eat them raw, but both were too salty to be considered edible.

His shrapnel wound showed little improvement. The wound didn’t close a bit, and a considerable amount of pus was accumulating in it. He was worried it might get infested with maggots if things continued this way. But he had nothing to tend it with, because he had already run out of bandages.

Worse yet, he felt weak and sluggish; he might have had a relapse of malaria.

He couldn’t understand why he was gasping for breath in such a gloomy place.

Before he knew it, he was no longer concerned with his own resolution at the time of enrollment, or with the purpose of the holy war. His ability to think clearly was fading. So except for instinctive and momentary matters, nothing stimulated his brain now.

Tomita encouraged him, saying, “Kasu, don’t worry about food. I’ll hunt monkeys with my handgun when we really need it. But everything will be good after we get to the continent safely. You can even have your wound treated if only we can make it to Taungup. Anyway, concentrate on swimming in one piece now.”

Eating monkeys didn’t appeal much to Kasuga. But he smiled feebly and gave a vague nod.

On the other side, Tomita had devoted himself entirely to the escape. He had been scouting along the bank the whole day to find a suitable starting point. He thought it wouldn’t be very smart to leave the shore that night from the same point as the day before. That kind of vigor, never shown by Tomita previously, was so impressive that Kasuga wondered where his leader had kept such strength in reserve.

According to his survey, a confluence of Myinkhon Creek and a brooklet from Yanthitgyi lay about four kilometers south of the starting point of the day before.

Tomita intended to guide them there. He said the bulging water formed a deep-enough cove there. It also seemed suitable for gunboats to lurk in, because the mangrove there grew densely, as well.

“Those Engli boats are junk, but they’re fairly big,” Tomita said. “They need some deep water, like a cove, to anchor. The boat came from the north yesterday.

Maybe good hideouts lay somewhere north. If there is no boat hiding itself inside the south cove I’m talking about, the possibility of getting caught by any ambush around the south bank is weak. It’ll be a good signal that the area is safe. We can take it. Let’s go there tonight and watch it!”

He told the men that they had better advance to the area around the cove under cover of night and feel out the enemy there. They must halt the operation at once if they detected any signs of ambushes. But if the cove was clear, they should carry out the crossing at once after scrutinizing the brightness of the moon and stars and the status of the tide.

The more southward they moved, the wider the water they must swim. And

Leikdaung Island, the transit point, would also recede into the distance. But it was nothing compared with being spotted and riddled on the way.

Tomita’s words were so confident and persuasive that neither Kasuga nor Tada nor any of the strays of Fifth Company raised the slightest objection.

At sunset, Kasuga headed for Myinkhon Creek as one of the group of twenty-odd members. Each member tottered in the mud with a bamboo pole on his shoulder again. Tomita Squad was downgraded to a three-man-party by then.

Led by Tomita, the column went through the mangrove. They could see the sky fairly clearly through the foliage overhead. Not a cloud was seen. Instead, the waxing, silvery half-moon shone. The moonlight filtered in so brightly that everyone could distinguish one soldier from another. Their march progressed, and they came to the edge of the creek.

A brooklet flowing from the west abruptly cut through their path when they went southward along the waterside for half an hour. They had just arrived at the

confluence Tomita had mentioned. The water surface widely encroached on the surrounding mangrove; it was the south cove. The stagnant, dark water reeked of a botanical, putrid smell. It was quite a dreary place. However, they saw no vessel.

Some men quick on the trigger began undressing among a succession of sighs of relief. But Tomita was wary and held them back. “Don’t do that! It’s too bright yet. If the enemy comes, they’ll get us in plain sight. Wait until the moon sets.”

Sergeant Steel Bar argued against him. “Let’s go before it gets too dark. We’ll get lost in the darkness even if we can get to the opposite bank. We can worry about the enemy later.”

Tomita said, “I know what you’re saying, but we’d better wait a bit longer.

We’re probably not the only guys going to swim across tonight. Some rash idiots may run out into the creek first and act as a decoy.”

Sergeant Steel Bar slyly smiled and nodded. “I see, you crafty old dog. You’re right. Haste makes waste, doesn’t it?”

Now in the wait-and-see mode, Kasuga held his bamboo pole in his arms and sat on the ground. Then he idled his time away silently.

He felt a chill, as if he had a fever. He couldn’t stop his whole body from quiv-ering, feeling like his spine was slowly freezing. But his clothes had long since been dry, and the air wasn’t cool. The chill could be the result of the malaria returning on a full scale, which he had been worrying about.

Sitting next to him, Tada was ardently cleaning his rifle with a rag. Kasuga didn’t know whether he was merely passing the time or focusing his concentra-tion before the operation. But such behavior—uselessly anticipating combat—kindled his anxiety. Unable to stand it any longer, Kasuga spoke to him in a low voice. “Maintenance is nice, indeed. But stop it. What are you going to do with it? You can’t shoot while you’re swimming.”

Tada stopped his hands and looked at Kasuga. Bathed in starlight, his eyeballs were glittering. “I know. But I can’t stop feeling uneasy,” answered Tada.

“Neither can I,” Kasuga said. “But it’s natural, as we’re forced to break through enemy lines twice. You can make it to the continent so long as you do what Sarge says. Don’t worry.”

“Yeah, but I have a feeling something bad is going to happen.”

Kasuga lapsed into silence. Now he knew it was not a fever that caused his chill. Tada wasn’t the only one. He also had a bad premonition. Heartless words wouldn’t allay the instinctive fear.

Kasuga looked up at countless sparkling stars. He didn’t notice, but the moon had already set, and the darkness had deepened. Then Tomita’s command went up. “Everybody prepare for crossing!”

The hectic atmosphere returned. Kasuga heard the distant crack of a rifle on their left just as he was about to take off his shirt. It was from the direction of their starting point the night before. The stuttering of a machine gun immediately followed, as if it was responding to the rifle.

Kasuga jumped to his feet and ran to the edge to get a better view. He found a parachute flare floating in midair and emitting the bluish light. Crowns of trees, thick with foliage, were dyed in brilliant green. The gun reports continued. Shells sometimes howled and exploded just after the high-pitched discharging sounds of a mortar. The air trembled with the violent roar every time. There was no doubt about what was going on in the northwest a few kilometers away. Friends were getting mauled there. It was likely that an enemy had spotted and battered some unit trying to evacuate from the same point as the day before.

The enemy troop had even brought a mortar from the rear. It proved that a land force with considerable power had advanced. The enemy tenaciously sought to destroy Ramree Garrison, already thoroughly ruined. They had no time to lose now.

Their one and only good fortune was that they had not yet seen a gunboat, even under the brightness of the flare. The surface of Myinkhon Creek was deathly still, quite contrary to the din of fire. Another friendly unit had drawn the enemies’ attention. Now was the perfect time.

Slipping out of his clothes except for his fundoshi, Kasuga hung the haversack from his shoulder instead of tying it to the pole and couched the bamboo pole like a spear. The rubber pouch holding the precious grenades was tucked away in his sack. But he knew he could not ignite those on the water. Fleeing was the priority anyway.

“Now, listen! Once you get in the water, drain every ounce of your strength into swimming across to Leikdaung Island!” Tomita addressed everybody. He was standing at the edge. His expression was sincere and frank, as usual.

In spite of the darkness, Kasuga could see it well.

“May the god of war be with you all. Be sure to meet up at Taungup again. I’ll buy you all drinks then. All right. Let’s get going!” Tomita said to Kasuga and Tada. The three remaining members of Tomita Squad hugged each other.

“Sarge and Mister Kasuga, I appreciate everything you ever did for me,” Tada said, his voice was trembling.

“Don’t say it yet,” said Kasuga. “We’ve gotten down to business, so spare it for later, Tada! Sarge, I trust Hirono’s ashes to you in case I’m killed first.”

“You idiot! Don’t say anything that brings bad luck,” Tomita barked. “We three stay together now for the tough part. Bear in mind we all should get back to Taungup alive—no, to Japan—whatever happens!”

The three had survived together to this point by some means or another.

Many memories rushed forward, but they had no time to indulge in them. With Tomita at the top and Tada at the tail, they ran after the queue of the others.

The guy leading the unit had already gotten into the hip-deep water about thirty meters ahead. Judging from his wiry, firm body, he must be Sergeant Steel Bar. He steadily pushed through the water with the firm step suitable of a veteran NCO. Kasuga was reminded of a flock of waterfowl by the procession of men tailing meekly, including the mentally broken-down probationary officer.

The incessant gunfire showed no signs of stopping. The battlefield was on the other side of the cove. They couldn’t get details because the mangrove jutted out into the creek and blocked their view. The only thing they could see was the treetop of the left mangrove glowing intermittently from a large number of flares and star shells. Sometimes the flares and shells swerved from their courses and came toward them, and the daylight-like brightness illuminated the area and made the scenery clear. All could be over in an instant if an enemy lurked nearby.

The cove was unexpectedly shallow for some distance. They had to walk a long way in the water before they could swim freely. When the water reached his belly, Kasuga bent forward and soaked himself in to his shoulders to minimize his exposure to any hostile eyes; other soldiers followed his lead.

No one had gotten a haircut since the Battle of Ramree broke out. Covered with unkempt hair, the head of each man looked like a bird’s nest. The scene seemed like drifting trash, and some algae and seaweed hung in their hair, making it still filthier. Kasuga thought it was a first-rate camouflage, by good fortune.

It would be hard to see it as a human head at a glance, even if a flare should shine on it.

But the enemy aiming at them now was less dependent on eyesight than he thought. Of course, it wasn’t the British-Indian forces. Even worse, it wasn’t human.

Kasuga heard a sharp plop, like the sound of a fish leaping out of water behind him. Looking back to see what it was, he noticed Tada had disappeared. The water wasn’t so deep yet; the surface fell at his stomach when he straightened his back. He restlessly looked around to find Tada but couldn’t find anything except for a little swirl about a meter across on the surface. When he saw only the bamboo pole tied up with the now masterless model thirty-eight rifle drifting hollowly, he couldn’t help giving a call. “Hey, Tada! Where are you?”

Tomita looked back at once and asked, “Shit! What’s the matter?” His voice carried an irritation.

The baffled Kasuga answered, “Tada is missing.”

“Where could he have gone?”

“I don’t know. Did he drown?”

“What? I’ll kick your ass if you keep standing here like a dolt. It’s still too shallow to drown. Our feet are still touching the bottom. What’s all this about? Explain right now!”

“He was already missing when I looked back.”

Where on earth had Tada gone? He should have picked himself up quickly if he had toppled from losing his footing. No less than a minute had passed since he disappeared.

Kasuga was just about to call Tada again when a loud scream went up from the front. Kasuga and Tomita froze and looked at each other. After a very short period of time, another cry rose again from the same direction. They couldn’t figure out what all this commotion was. But something clearly had driven some of the men into a frenzy. Finally someone started firing.

Successive gunshots deafened Kasuga. Around the bust-like figures of soldiers on the surface, he happened to find many pairs of small red things dimly glowing in the muzzle flash.

Tomita showed open anger. “Bastards! What the hell are you doing in the middle of enemies?”

Tomita began paddling through the water when a crackle of parachute flare came down on them all. And the luminosity, almost like sunlight, enveloped the surroundings. It was so dazzlingly bright, it caused Kasuga to squint.

As far as he could see, mangroves, all as green and bright as new foliage, rimmed the basin. The scenery was probably unchanged since the beginning of time. It was the most remote place for human warfare in a sadly beautiful world.

Then Kasuga saw a strange spectacle—the soldiers kept firing into the breast-deep water. What on earth were they firing at? As if mad, each man was squeezing the trigger toward the surface where nothing could be seen. The next moment, Kasuga witnessed one of them disappearing from sight with a jerk.

Something seemed to have dragged him into the water. Some strong force was at work under water. Then another, and still a third man submerged. Each went off in a flash, without leaving anything but a small swirl on the surface. Hell had broken loose amid the uproar of shots and screams.

The water looked white and cloudy, as if milk had been poured into it. He could tell the reddish spots drifting in places were stains of human blood. Then his eyes caught something alive, looking like a rock, churning up the blood stains and surfacing without a sound. First its head appeared, covered with ugly, dark-green lumps. Then a trunk, looking like it was clad in armor, came up before Kasuga’s eyes. It was far longer and thicker than a Burmese sampan and was so huge it made him gasp. Two bony ridges resembling horns ran on its head.

And the small eyeballs embedded under the horns glittered to reflect the flare, emitting an unfathomably devilish light. Kasuga opened his eyes wide. His own fragility and transiency were the only things he could think of, by then semi-conscious of what was going on around him.

The terror was swimming majestically. There he saw the dragon, and it became clear what his dream had really meant.

The golden eye cast a glance at him and submerged again. Only a few ugly, swollen knobs and dorsal fins remained slightly above the surface now. Brushing past him, the ominous, edgy fins built up speed and rushed forward. And ahead, he saw Tomita’s back. Coming to his senses, Kasuga hollered at him, “Sarge! A crocodile is coming at you!”

But his voice was half drowned out by the sudden roar of gunfire. A machine cannon boomed. Columns of water rose fifty meters to the left. A jet-black silhouette loomed up in the corner of the mangrove when Kasuga looked around.

A gunboat was coming. Upon hearing the din, it must have come around to this cove. As its engine roared, a searchlight went on at the broadside, where muzzle fires were flashing furiously and a frantic whistle echoed across the water.

Again the columns of water rose a hundred meters forward this time. The enemy hadn’t spotted them yet. But it was only a matter of time in this brightness. And during this chaos, the huge carnivore was closing on Tomita.

Nevertheless, Tomita remained unruffled. Things had gone this far to encounter the gunboat, the most dreadful of all. He had heard Kasuga’s warning, in spite of this desperate situation. And in an instant, he had also chosen what he must do first.

Kasuga didn’t know when he had drawn it, but Tomita already had his semiautomatic pistol in his hand. He was agile and thorough, as if he expected things to develop this way.

He turned back as efficiently and accurately as a machine and found the crocodile rushing toward him. Having cocked the slide without a moment’s delay, Tomita held the gun aloft and aimed at the space between two ridges on its head rising up to the surface—likely, it was where a brain fit into a cranium. It was the weakest point, no matter what creature it might be. All his action was fluid and worthy of his reputation as a hardened veteran. He spent only three seconds from turning back to laying his gun.

But three seconds was a long time. At least on the edge between life and death, it was hopelessly too long. Enormous triangular white jaws came up from the water with startling speed and leaped at Tomita. His pistol discharged and made an arc in the air, and the two figures disappeared in Myinkhon Creek with a splash at the same moment.

“Sarge!” Kasuga cried out.

Tomita’s pistol fell right in front of him. Immediately he tried to pick it up, but it slipped through his fingers and sank into the water helplessly. So he drew his bayonet, attached to the belt of his fundoshi—there was no other choice.

Having witnessed those armor-like scales, he guessed the bayonet might have no more effect than a toy, but it was still better than bare knuckles.

Darkness began wrapping up the surroundings again. The flare was burning itself out. Under its last flame, the upper half of Tomita’s body suddenly burst out of the surface about ten meters to the right of Kasuga.

Tomita was still alive. His face was puzzled rather than pained. He seemed unable to understand the preposterous calamity having just befallen him.

The crocodile had possibly changed the way it held Tomita in its mouth, momentarily permitting Tomita’s return to the surface; suddenly, he submerged and never came up again.

The beam of the searchlight stroked the pitch-dark surface. Apart from the light, sheer darkness covered everything. Kasuga frantically paddled through it.

Flight was his only option.

He had imagined his own death many times as a way to accept it. Death had nearly come with the aerial bombs at the bunker in Hill 353, or with the mortar shelling in Mountain Maeda. But if death knocked for admittance with a scaly reptile, he would never open the door.

His home arose in his mind—gentle waves washing the white beach rimmed with pine trees. The thin trail of kitchen smoke rising over the house where he had been born. Over the threshold, he could even see the clean white bedding laid out on the newly made tatami mat. And beside the room, he saw the

long-missing faces of his parents, smiling.

This was not a human world. If he wanted to survive, he couldn’t be in such a place any longer.

Kasuga shielded himself behind entangled prop roots and studied Myinkhon Creek. The roar of machine cannons had ceased; the enemy might have lost sight of them. There were no whistles; only the shaft of the searchlight came through the mangrove. However, it also went away, keeping pace with the dwindling exhaust hum.

It was the third time he had landed on Ramree Island. He peeped at the creek through the loathsome mangrove and thought it was infinitely wide. Having failed to cross twice, he had no energy to try it anymore. In the first place, he had lost his precious bamboo pole during his desperate flight. Even if the enemy completely withdrew, he couldn’t swim across it as long as a herd of crocodiles prowled there.

A deep sense of fatigue swept over his body. He was too tired to even sit on the ground. Kasuga lay on the mud spread-eagled.

Something clinked in his haversack—it was Hirono’s finger bone in his mess kit. Now, quite unexpectedly, he became the only one who could deliver

Hirono’s ashes. As matters stood, he could hardly expect to return home alive, but it was still a possibility. Hirono had died a gallant death, for sure. If only Kasuga could make it somehow, Hirono’s remains could be nicely consigned to his ancestors’ tomb, and his family would know how he had died and how stately his last moment had been.

But then, what could he do for Tomita? He had not so much as a pinkie bone.

Not even a chip. How could he show his face in front of Tomita’s family, only to tell them that Sarge had been killed and devoured by a crocodile? How in the world could he report such a word with no glory, with no honor, and with no hope at all?

His sense of life had been very simple for the past month at the front. He was alive if he wasn’t dead. He wouldn’t go to pieces over every single death of a comrade. Nevertheless, he burst into tears. In this stillness of the night, he found himself unable to hold it back.

Kasuga had no strength to evacuate further inland anymore, so he climbed a nearby tree and passed the night there. Anything was fine, as long as he could stay away from the water. Sitting on a fork and bending his legs, he didn’t even realize when he fell asleep.

When the first light awoke him at last, he sensed someone approaching.

The tide had gone out below the tree. He could see many vertical roots protruding from the mud, which had been submerged completely when he climbed the tree. Threading its way through the maze of roots, a group of figures came toward him. They seemed to be locals, because each man wore a scruffy lungi wrapped around him with a muddy shirt. Except for the leader, they all carried bulging rucksacks on their backs. They might be farmers carrying produce.

But Kasuga was frightened to see one of them holding a submachine gun under his arm. Are they bandits or guerillas? In any case, they’re not decent Burmese. He wanted to hide himself immediately, but the sparse foliage made it easy for them to see him.

However, the leading man spoke words that Kasuga did not expect. “Hey! Are you one of Nagashima Force?”

It was clear, unmistakable Japanese.

“Yes, I am,” answered Kasuga timidly.

“Is there anybody around you?”

“I don’t know,” Kasuga replied and stared at the man. He was a man with bright eyes and a Nambu fourteen pistol at his belt. Then he spoke again.

“Don’t worry. Its okay, Private. Second Lieutenant Sumi is my name. We are the Fifty-Fourth Reconnaissance Regiment under Tsuwamono Corps. We’re here to rescue Nagashima Force!”

Thus, the long night of Minoru Kasuga came to an end.




The sun rose from the hazy ridgeline on the distant continent, dyeing the mist over the creek a pale pink. Its rays coming through the interwoven leaves grew brighter, restoring vivid colors to the culvert-like mangroves. Second Lieutenant Yoshihisa Sumi took a deep breath and expected it to be muggy again that day.

The rescue party had finally arrived at the destination and worked hard to pick up survivors in the first light. At first Sumi found the superior private of the Machine Gun Fifth Platoon, then they spotted strays of the garrison, one after another. Many soldiers had been hiding in the mangroves, as expected.

The sum eventually swelled to over forty once they found the soldiers who stayed all night in trees. They all belonged to Seventh Company, late for the assembly two nights before. Complete chaos had reigned in the waterfront when those soldiers made the creek at last. Some jumped into the operation only to get strafed and pull back without success. Others were stranded in the maze of mangroves and ran around almost all night like chickens with their heads cut off.

Many of the survivors were stark naked; they had lost all equipment, including clothes and arms, during the flight. Some literally didn’t even wear fundoshi or other underwear.

It was no easy business for them to swim across Myinkhon Creek. As soon as they understood that the rescue party had come all the way from Taungup, they all appreciated it, almost to the verge of tears. Without exception, the dust of a month-long combat had taken its toll on those men. Everyone had shaggy hair and stubble. Some even had skin gnawed away by jungle rot. Sumi lost his words upon seeing those men, almost like primitive mankind, with his own eyes.

“Though they were certainly defeated, who could anticipate that things would be as nasty as this?” Sumi told himself.

He couldn’t keep the group, now mounting up to nearly fifty men, in the mangrove forever. He considered what move to make next. Their fleet of rescue fishing boats, led by Superior Private Yoshioka, was waiting for their return at Uga. He had already filled half of the quota. The problem was what he should do with the remaining vacant seats. He could go to Hill 604 to keep searching, but almost all men they had picked up were completely exhausted. Some were injured severely enough to need immediate treatment. He didn’t know how to cope with these men during the search.

Watching his watch tick mercilessly, Sumi made up his mind to close the search immediately and head back to Uga. Care for the injured was the priority.

He must avoid wandering aimlessly for no more than fifty vacancies.

With Sumi in the lead, the group started southward.

The survivors were exhausted, nearly to the limit. But they tagged along single-mindedly, as if draining their last energies. The rescue party brought them new hope that they might be able to escape from the southern part. Some soldiers made stretchers from bamboo poles, their former temporal buoys and the newly cut branches, and bore the injured on them.

“We’ve been saved. Let’s make it to the continent!”

“We’ve come through many showers of iron. No way to die in such a damned place.”

“Come on! You can get treated if only we get to Taungup. Both your wounds and stomachs!”

Encouraging each other, they struggled to march forward.

Sumi had already saved face because of the number of soldiers he had rescued.

More than that, it was safe to say his magnificent result would enable him to report with his head held high. And, he was finally on his way back, at last. The return trip would be much easier. But he didn’t feel lighthearted in the least, and his step got heavy.

Fearing hostile vessels and crocodiles above all, he wanted to keep as far as possible from the water. But if they got too far away from the water, he tended to lose direction. After all, part of the course was in damp, swampy areas along Myinkhon Creek. Deep mud and protruding roots made marching there very difficult.

He looked back many times to see if anyone had dropped behind and checked the figures of men who appeared and disappeared among the entangled prop roots. Each of them was covered with mud and dirt and suffered from fatigue, hunger, or wounds. Of course, there were some healthy ones, but most of the men were unsteady on their legs. Their unsettled looks showed open fright. They reminded him of a flock of animals, rather than a military column.

Among the survivors, there was a set of soldiers who had tried crossing again, only to be pushed back to the island. All belonged to Fifth Company, except for the machine gunner whom Sumi had discovered first. They had barely escaped from the teeth of crocodiles and had managed a hasty retreat. Sumi didn’t have to hear their report to know how gruesome the event the night before had been.

The obvious reek of blood and flesh had already intensified the putrid smells of this area. He often saw human limbs torn and stranded in the mud when the tide was out. He also found decapitated bodies floating in the creek. These told of the wretchedness those men had experienced more eloquently than any words.

Sumi was struck dumb at the horrible sights, appearing one after another. He had no choice but to neglect those remains, because their conditions were too terrible to identify, to say nothing of picking them up.

As the sky lightened, a large number of birds of prey appeared and circled high overhead. It was a company of vultures. Their wings were well over human height when spread wide. They sailed through the sky like gliders. Circling slowly, the flock flew down to treetop level, one after another. White neck ruffs stood out when they folded their wings. A few of them began to shriek raucously, and they started coming closer to the ground.

Somewhere ahead, it was likely that another Japanese soldier lay dead.

Lance Corporal Yoshitake raised his voice from behind. “Shit! Damn disgusting animals! I want to kill them all right now.”

“Vultures or crocodiles?” asked Superior Private Morioka.

Yoshitake snapped out, “Both!”

“If you do, you’ll only run out of ammo, however much you may have left,” said Morioka.

“You idiot! Of course, I know I will. But each guy here sacrificed himself for the homeland, not for these animals. Every Japanese man knows it. They sent these guys out by waving Japanese flags, didn’t they? How miserable it is! I can’t figure out what these guys have done to deserve this,” Yoshitake said, almost snarling.

Sumi believed he was right. Looking at the vultures, he had also felt great anger welling up inside. It made him shake. Strangely, it was so fierce as to puzzle him at the same time.

From the outset, they were fighting a tough war. He could accept death by any bullet. No doubt, it was a death in battle. He could call it even glorious, so long as a warrior met his end in a battle. He could accept death from disease: malaria, dengue fever, amebic dysentery, or jungle rot. Almost all were nearly unavoidable. They had trodden on this tropical land of miasma with full aware-ness of these from the outset. Hygiene was bad, and medicine was poor. What they could do was limited in this situation. It was the grim reality here.

These men, lying in wait to be picked at by vultures, had fallen prey to crocodiles. What kind of death is that? Man is the lord of creation; he was taught so.

They were said to be the subjects of the indestructible land of gods. Each is a dear son, a sweet lover, or a breadwinning father back in the homeland. And yet, they met their ends in the teeth of those scaly reptiles, and will be pecked by the company of birds of prey. Sumi had no idea how he could accept it.

And he probably wasn’t the only one. None of the victims had probably ever dreamed he would meet his end that way. They all died without the least bit of time to consider or accept this fate.

If people plunge into the creek where ferocious carnivores are roaming around in groups, such a result is almost inevitable. Why did nobody realize it? What the hell was HQ thinking?

After all, it ordered that reckless operation without the slightest research on crocodiles. It wasn’t only crocodiles; the same with mangroves, Burmese culture, and climate. Had anything been well researched in advance? They had scorned British-Indian forces as no more than humble colony guards. That underestimate 

invited this hard reality. In the end, they found themselves driven into a place almost outside the human world—and devoured by crocodiles.

There exist many hells never foreseeable for the haughty brass under camp curtains. This time, once again, the lives of the rank and file were simply thrown into one of the hells.

“Why do we repeat such absurdities over and over?” Sumi asked himself.

Sumi didn’t know where he should direct the brunt of his anger. Should it be at the regiment commander, the division commander, or the Imperial HQ? He didn’t even have the foggiest idea who was the most responsible.

The water washing his feet drained into Myinkhon Creek. And Myinkhon

Creek drained into the Bay of Bengal. And the Bay of Bengal opened into vast-nesses of the Indian Ocean. Then the water changed into rain and came down at his feet again. Reminded of such an endless chain, Sumi became further confused. But he understood one thing for certain.

Crocodiles were said to be the vassals of Sebek, the ancient deity. Egyptian civilization was out of his field of specialty. Sebek, the crocodile-headed deity, hadn’t rung a bell.

But now he understood it clearly. To be thrown into a group of crocodiles was war itself. Sebek came and went freely between this world and the next, and governed the night and the darkness. And that’s not all. It also governed wars that engulf humanity. Sebek was the god of war.

A determination struck him, and Sumi called Sergeant Shimizu. “Come on over, Sarge.”

Shimizu exited the elongated column behind Sumi, looking uncertain about this sudden call. Sumi handed the worn-out map to him and said, “With this, you can guide the troop to Uga, can’t you?”

“What do you mean?” Shimizu asked back.

“You can make it unobserved if you go along the foothills. We don’t look like soldiers anymore. Even if enemies spot you, they can’t see through your disguise very easily. And you can even fight if push comes to shove. Mediocre enemies can’t beat your men to a pulp as long as you command.”

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Now I leave this rescue party to your command. Let the fleet leave port as soon as you arrive at Uga. Don’t worry about what happens after you leave here.

Make Taungup, no matter what. You can do it!” Sumi said and saw Shimizu become dumbfounded.

“What do you mean I can do it? What the hell are you talking about? What will you do?” Shimizu asked.

“I will remain here to keep rescuing. First of all, I will go to Hill 604 to search for strays there,” answered Sumi.

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah.”

“What will you do for boats then, if you can find any?”

“You saw all those local fishing boats in Uga, didn’t you? I’ll requisition those.

Or I’ll let guys make rafts, even if I can’t. These men are too few for me, in any case. I’m the head of this rescue troop. It doesn’t make sense for me to leave without saving more.”

“It’s you who doesn’t make sense.”

“You’re wrong.”

“No, I’m not. Don’t you see that it’s a drop in a bucket?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Why are you saying this out of the blue?”

“Because many soldiers are probably still hiding in the mountains. I’ll ferret them out, wherever they are, and take them to the continent.”

“All right, I will remain with you. No way I’m going to leave you alone.”

“No! Don’t do that. Some of these men will surely die unless they get to a hospital, you know? I’m asking you to take them back with you first.”

“Then you’d better come with us all. How much do you think you can do alone here?” said Shimizu, looking bewildered. He seemed unable to gauge this sudden change in his ever-cowardly commander.

“Murakami was shot and killed,” continued Sumi.

“I know that.”

“Guys here were killed and eaten by crocs!”

“Then what?”

Their exchange of sharp words had tensed up members of the rescue party behind the two. It wasn’t unusual for them to hear arguments between their platoon commander and squad leader. But they had never witnessed a grave one like this.

“Many guys hiding in the mountains haven’t been shot by Engli and haven’t been injured by crocs.”

“Are you going to try to save all of them? You’ll never finish it.”

“Take the guys we picked up back to the continent. I’m just going to pick up as many more as possible. It’s a general plan. Somebody has to remain here to do this. I’m the commander, and I have information given by the infantry regiment. There is no end unless I go myself.”

“No, I oppose it. You’ll never finish it. What you have to do is go back to Taungup without making a fuss. We’ve done our duty.” Now even Shimizu, the active and bold veteran, wanted to leave. It was rare, but natural. Slowly Sumi opened his mouth, staring at Shimizu, whose usual vitality had gotten lost somewhere.

“Enough of your nagging. Do you disobey my order here once again? Huh?”

Shimizu glared back at him, but the hostile exchange soon ended. Shimizu withdrew first. He might have read the firm resolution of his commander, and his reply carried some mildness. “All right, Lieutenant. But I feel still uneasy about leaving you alone. You should take Takahashi, your batman, with you, though it’s no use saying it now. Hey, Pondgi! Come here right now!”

Pondgi stepped forward, smiling.

Shimizu said to him, “Take care of the lieutenant from now on. Have you got it, Pondgi?”

“Yes, Master Shimizu.”

Just behind Pondgi, Yoshitake stuck his head out and presented his Sten gun to Sumi. “Please, carry this if you go, Lieutenant. It’s the best I can do.”

“What will you do for your weapon? No way I’m going to leave our best crack shot unarmed,” Sumi said.

“Don’t worry about that. I’ve found a guy with a model ninety-six light machine gun among those battered infantrymen chased into the trees. I’m going to borrow it from him.”

Yoshitake was good at shooting a light machine gun, as well. His sturdy body enabled him to fire it from the hip. Assured of that, Sumi slung the Sten gun over his shoulder. Then he thrust the magazines into his haversack. The gun was far more dependable than his pistol.

“Thanks, Yoshitake. I will never use this lightly,” Sumi said. Then he drew a deep breath and stared at the faces of the soldiers standing in front of him, one by one. Though it had been a short time, he knew he had shared in troubles with all these men staring back at him.

“Well done, everybody! Now you are to go back to Taungup as instructed by Sergeant Shimizu. Be sure to take care of the injured.”

No one said anything. They had heard the argument, so each face portrayed a mixture of loneliness and uneasiness. Sumi couldn’t tell whether their concern was limited to their own fates, or if it gratefully included their commander. But he was satisfied enough. He thought they’d better worry only for their own safe return. Pondgi stood beside him with his rifle over his shoulder. Apparently this man was heading for the mountains immediately. Sumi was about to take a step toward the continuing adventure of his own.

Suddenly Shimizu ordered the troop to fall in. He probably realized he would never see Sumi again; this time, his expression was warm for the first time. “To Second Lieutenant Yoshihisa Sumi, our Second Platoon commander of Tankette Fifth Company, salute!”

When he returned the salute, Sumi felt an intensely stinging pain of parting welling up inside his heart.

Sumi and Pondgi came out of the mangroves at last and made it to a place that seemed like one of the dried-up rice paddies, southeast of Yanthitgyi, that they had passed the previous night. Sumi still heard the drone of enemy planes at times overhead, but he noticed the roars of cannons had died out. Likely, there was no position worthy to bomb anymore. He thought the systematized resistance of the garrison had drawn to an end.

But neither Sumi nor Pondgi had the courage to walk in the middle of open fields yet, even though the fighting waned. They made their way in forests of nipa palm and bamboo thickets, hemming the rice paddies carefully.

Before long, they spotted private houses and sheds among the paddies. Sumi could tell it was the settlement of Yanthitgyi, or maybe one of its outlying communities. He no longer had a map, but he had already carved the shape of Hill 604 in his memory the day before. Now in front of him, its ridgeline stood out unmistakably against the blue sky. He needed to cut through the paddies to approach the foot of it.

“Where are those Japan Masters walking around now?” Pondgi murmured.

Sumi answered, “Well, I don’t know, but it’s the way we’ve once passed. They may get to some neighborhoods of Ramree Town tonight if they’re lucky.”

The rescue party, now under Shimizu, had a long haul to cover nearly forty kilometers to bypass the town and get to Uga. But Shimizu was a trained NCO and able to cope with it. Sumi was confident that his men would be all right as long as he led the troop.

Sumi hid himself in a bamboo thicket and kept a watchful eye on each house in the settlement. He could see people living in some of them; locals might have taken advantage of this rare interval between the horrors of war. But overall, the area remained quiet. He took it as an opportunity to cross the open field, where he found a white pagoda standing at the edge of the settlement. It had a slope leading to Hill 604 behind it. Using it as a guidepost, he turned back to Pondgi.

His lungi suited Pondgi’s slick, dark skin well. It was natural as he was genu-ine Burmese. Sumi couldn’t take Pondgi along anymore. Everything from here was a Japanese problem.

“Pondgi.”

“Yes?”

“Now, listen to me. You’ve served our armed forces well. I appreciate it very much.”

“Not at all.”

“This island is full of Engli now. If they catch you and find you joining with Japan Masters, they may kill you.”

“I’m BNA. I knew that from the beginning.”

“We lost this war. We said we would chase the Engli off and make Burma independent, but we’ve lost badly. All we did make in the end was a mess. We can’t help the Burmese make a prosperous, independent country anymore. On second thought, I wonder if we really intended to do that from the first. If so, I have to apologize to you.”

Pondgi kept silent.

“All the Japanese Army will probably pull back from Arakan in a short time. Go back to Sandoway, your hometown, now. Don’t see any Japan Masters again.

Engli will come soon. Tell them Jap is your enemy, and that you’ve never worked among the Jap if they catch you.” Sumi took a deep breath and said, “I’m sorry to have driven you hard so many times. Forgive me.”

Pondgi said quietly, “No one can help it, because it’s a war. Buddha knows everything. We have a limit in our wisdom whether we are Engli, Japanese, or Burmese. We are repeating the same thing from a long time ago, so don’t worry about it.”

His nickname wasn’t for nothing. Sumi was surprised to hear this, and wondered whether a real Buddhist monk had his wisdom.

Pondgi had probably kept this insight and resignation to himself while acting with the Japanese Army. With compassion, he had long since forgiven those fussy intruders.

Sumi asked quietly, “Do you have a custom of parting gifts, Pondgi?”

“Tokens for journeys?”

“Yeah, exactly. I’m giving you the rifle you hold now. It’s a parting gift from me. No, it’s from the Imperial Army. Though it’s beaten up, a rifle is valuable in this country now. Protect yourself with it just in case.”

Pondgi rummaged his rucksack and presented him with a new white shirt, folded up neatly.

“Then I give you this.”

Compared with Sumi’s shirt, almost nearing a rag, its snow-white color was so bright that it dazzled him. He gave thanks and put it on promptly. Then he felt even his mind was cleaned and bleached, and remembered that most Japanese shrouds were white. White is the wear of dead, the wear of samurai ready to die.

“Don’t do hara-kiri, Master Sumi,” said Pondgi.

Sumi grinned a little. The time to part was now upon him.

“Of course, I won’t. Samurai never commit it so easily,” Sumi said, but he couldn’t explain to himself why he somehow took it as well as he did. “Good-bye, Pondgi. Look after yourself.”

Sumi bent forward and walked alone in a dry irrigation ditch under the sky dyed in deep blue, which was peculiar to the tropics. Fallow fields spread on both sides.

Twitters of wild birds surrounded him wherever he went. Dead grass over the fields offered the birds many good nesting sites. This country was originally rich with birds. They flourished, especially during the dry season when migrants flew to winter here. He stopped to listen for a while.

Grass sometimes rustled in the refreshing breeze. It mixed with the birdcalls to make a peaceful, rural tune. Then a whiz of a cannon abruptly reached his ears again, muting all other sounds. The war wasn’t over yet. An explosion came up from the northwest and shook his insides. The next one impacted on one of the ridges of Hill 604 and blew off many clods. An enemy mountain gun was firing there. Some friendly units were hiding themselves in the hill. He knew he must go right now.

He undid two buttons of the new white shirt to get more wind. Pondgi’s figure lingered in his mind, smiling gently. Sumi heartily wished for this boy’s safe return.

When Sumi opened his eyes, Pondgi’s face melted away into the blue sky, and Yukiko’s face appeared instead. She was also smiling. Flashing the same white teeth when he had choked on the soda pop, she was smiling sweetly. She would accept no matter what may happen with him from here. This was the kind of girl he had chosen.

The moment he started running, another shell exploded on the ridgeline, and a blast reached him this time. Grasping the Sten gun, Sumi came closer to the pagoda. With an elaborate coat of plaster, it had a brilliant white shine. Its scale was large, though the area stayed away from the settlement. Here stood the stately big tower with a cellar that could admit several people at a time.

Stopping to catch his breath, he casually looked up at the sky and saw a few vultures circling.

They say a custom of the celestial burial is still practiced among descendants of Zoroastrians in Tibet or Bombay. People feed remains to vultures to let them deliver the soul to Heaven. If it’s true, every soldier who met his end at Myinkhon Creek would be saved. How he would die didn’t matter anymore.

Sumi turned his eyes to the spire of the pagoda. It was crowned by a cast-metal ornament, elegantly designed and gilt. The figure looked like an antenna for him, shining brilliantly against the azure sky of Bengal. It must be the antenna transmitting every prayer of agonized living in this world to Heaven. Those who saw a crocodile in the mangrove could tell these things.

Sumi breathed deeply and started running toward the hill again.
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