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"Stop! Stop! Stop! End! End! End! Finish! Finish! Finish!"

Rowe put on his sun hat and walked out into the road. 

The village had been deserted early in the day when the prisoners had arrived to tend its ailing structures. But now, in the evening, it was very much alive. Prisoners hurried from wherever they'd been working, guards shouted orders, villagers gathered round to watch the entertainment, and domestic animals fled, frightened by the noise. The prisoners began to form a line – most with the automatism of truly broken men than in response to any verbal order – and Rowe stepped in amongst them. He took a quick look around him – as had long ago become his habit – and saw something that caused his heart to miss a beat.

There were only two guards...

Lieutenant Ky...and just one other....

Not the dozen who had escorted them to the village and been in evidence for the best part of the day.

Rowe thought: Is this it? Then: Wait! The missing guards might reappear. 

He lowered his head and stood head bowed, peering out from under the brim of his sun hat, praying that the legs of the missing guards would not come into view, as Ky and the other guard went through a familiar routine. They counted numbers, checked that the prisoners had not concealed tools or materials on their persons, and nodded to each other in agreement. Then Ky started chatting to the village head man. The conversation went on for four seemingly interminable minutes before Ky shouted a sharp command and the prisoners began to march. But no more guards appeared.

Rowe offered up his thanks to heaven. And he wondered briefly where the missing guards had gone. To deal with bandits, perhaps? Or, help with a disturbance at the border? Then he turned his mind to one single thing. The chance of escape he'd just been given.

The work party left the village and headed wearily up the narrow road between the rice paddies, and Rowe, face pinched with concentration, began to plan his move. He couldn't go just yet, he thought, glancing quickly left and right, because the ground here, on the valley floor, was far too flat, too open. If he tried to flee now, he'd be a perfect target for the guards' assault rifles. He wouldn't get fifty yards. Thirty. Less, before he'd die a gurgling death face down in the paddy. And the terrain remained much the same for another three miles or so.  It didn't change indeed until the hillside path began. The best place to try to escape, indeed the only “safe” place to try to escape, would be about halfway up the path. But it could take them an hour or more to get there. And so much could go wrong in the meantime...

He stared hard at the ground as he marched and tried not to think of failure. Because, if he did not escape today, he would surely die here in this foreign land. And, after eighteen years in this hell, he deserved much better than that, he thought. He deserved, he felt, deliverance...

This was but his third decent chance of escape in all those years.

The first had come quickly, within hours of his capture, when his guards had seemed to forget about him for a while, and he had scurried away into the forest. But he'd been recaptured quickly and, beaten severely, and had been taken up the supply trail from the confused battlefield to the hills. Escape was much more difficult there, for even if he could cause his guards to be distracted for a moment and avoid the numerous troops, police, and militia, in the region, where would he escape to? Going through enemy lines was out of the question, and if he turned inland, he would end up in an equally hostile country. His only hope, he thought, was to head for the coast, but if he did that, he would have to find some way of getting across an ocean when naval activity was likely to be considerable. He did, nonetheless, try to escape once more, breaking out of his cell at night when the prison had been left unguarded, before fleeing away into the city. But this time his period of freedom was briefer even than before, the beating he received more brutal.

When the war finally ended, Rowe assumed he would be released. But weeks went by, then months and repatriation wasn't mentioned. His captors met his inquiries with vague answers or with smiles. “You will be released in a few weeks”, they would say. Or, “You go home soon.” But his routine did not change. He'd been put to work at a supply depot and he worked there for nearly three years, when, at last, he was told to board an army truck, But the truck did not take him to the airport and freedom as he'd hoped. It took him to a prison camp in the hills.

Rowe was dismayed by this, and even more dismayed to learn that many prisoners had been released. The program had ended, he was told, but his captors were encouraging. His stay in the camp would be brief, he was told, and a native prisoner with whom he was made to share a hut thought so too. The regime was mellowing, the native prisoner thought, and becoming much more outward looking. Conditions at the camp were reasonable, and though Rowe and the other prisoners were made to work hard, repairing roads and building new settlements, they were fed well and not maltreated. But Rowe's thoughts were with his family. Would he ever see them again? Months, then years went by, but he continued to believe he would eventually be released. Then, two years ago, he discovered this would never happen. 

Prior to this time, a prisoner would become worn out or ill and simply unable to work and would vanish from the camp. Occasionally, too, a prisoner would decide he could stick imprisonment no longer and he too would vanish from the camp. None of these prisoners was ever seen again and it was the opinion of many of those left behind – but not that of Rowe -  that the former had been taken to a hospital and that the latter had got clean away. Then, all of this changed. From three years ago, prisoners who became incapable of work were simply shot in the back of the head, always in view of the other prisoners, and no prisoner who tried to escape after that time succeeded. Several tried, but all were recaptured within days. All were executed in view of some or all of the others. Rowe's view was that the position of the prisoners had significantly worsened. They were being allowed to see scenes of brutality and murder they had assuredly been prevented from seeing before. Were their captors likely to allow them to return to the outside world with this knowledge? His suspicions were confirmed by one of the guards, who had gained a reputation for being something of a sadist.  “You never go home now,” the grinning guard had said, with relish. So, Rowe had decided he had now three options. He could work on and be shot when he could work no longer.  Or, he could kill himself, and get it over with. Or he could try to escape. Which was, of course, was what he would do. He had a wife and child back home who he desperately wanted to be with. Besides, he now had nothing to lose.

But he wasn't simply going to make a run for it. Others had done that and most, probably all, had failed. And, to try to escape now and fail, meant one thing – certain death. So he knew he had to get it right. He would only flee, he decided, if he could be certain of getting far away from his immediate escort and of having a decent chance of getting to the sea, which offered, in his view, the only way out of the country. And the best time to do this, he reasoned, would be late in the day, and only then when there was a light escort. The escort would not run the risk of pursuing a single escapee because they would fear the other prisoners would scatter into the forests and the hills. They would see the other prisoners safely back to camp before they raised the alarm. By that time, the day would be drawing to a close, and it would be too late to institute a search. 

But the situation never seemed to present itself. Though the work parties were sometimes lightly guarded, they seemed to be so only early in the day. Whereas, if the day was drawing to a close, there seemed to be too many troops in the region. 

There were just three foreigners now. There was Rowe himself, still outwardly a model prisoner; there was Miller, a tall, willowy, army medic; and there was Hubbard,  a giant Marine, with a thick bull neck, and hands like hams. The three of them were kept in separate huts and not normally allowed to talk to each other, but Rowe had conversed with both of the others on several occasions over the years learning, from brief conversations snatched when the guards had their backs turned, that Miller had a Ma and Pa and little sister far away across the sea, and that Hubbard was a divorcee from an idyllic farming community. He had gained the impression that Miller still clung to the hope that he would be eventually released, while Hubbard, an apparently hopelessly impetuous character who had taken a swipe at guards on numerous occasions over the years and earned himself long periods in the bamboo punishment cage as a result, was just as realistic as he.

Two more life-draining years went by and Rowe began to think he could not survive much longer. The hard labor and less than adequate nutrition were taking their toll and, at  forty-five now, his stamina was declining. His weight had fallen, he thought, from one hundred seventy-five pounds in his prime to, he guessed, one hundred thirty, or less. And his whole physical condition had deteriorated.  When he got back to camp these days, he would gulp down his rations: a chunk of meat, a bowl of rice, a can of water, and would then curl up on his bed board where he would sleep until they would awaken him. Even so, next day on the work site he would find it hard to do what was demanded of him. And his two companions were suffering also. Miller was hollow-eyed, looking more and more like a concentration camp inmate. You could see his ribs standing out when his prison jacket flapped open, and his once boyish face looked ten years older than it was. And Hubbard's hair had long ago turned from prematurely gray to white and he walked with a pronounced stoop. The only reason the three of them had survived this far, Rowe thought, was because over the  past two years or so they had been made to work indoors and thus rather less vigorously than the other, native prisoners, and for their own  individual reasons. He had survived, he thought, only because he had rolled with the punches and not tried to fight the system. Miller had survived because as a former army medic, he had spent long periods doing lighter work in sickbays and in hospitals. Hubbard had survived  because of his immense physical strength. But soon all of them would cease to be of use and then they would be eliminated with a cold and brutal ruthlessness. They would be shot in the back of the head.

But escape had remained impossible. The work parties were always well guarded now. Lieutenant Ky had seen to that. And, whenever Rowe and the two other foreigners worked near to the coast, each was given a personal escort. Rowe would yearn for freedom whenever he saw the sea. Somewhere over there, he would think, as he stared out over the tall limestone islands of the archipelago, was a wife and a child – no a young adult – whom he had not seen for many years and who, he now thought, he would never see again. He would think of the wedding anniversaries he had missed, of the Christmases he's not been home to share, of the birthdays he's not been able to celebrate, and of myriad other losses. He would pray to God that he would soon be given a chance to escape, a chance to salvage what was left of his life.

That appeared to have happened today.

They had covered about two miles, Rowe thought now as he noted the road had turned into a rough dirt track, and still there were just two guards. He monitored the situation carefully by listening and by snatching the occasional brief surreptitious glance. Though many of the native prisoners were in poor physical shape, their bandy legs carrying their skeletal bodies forward more through fear of a blow from a rifle butt and possible execution when they got back to camp rather than genuine muscular energy, progress continued to be good, and a hundred yards back Rowe had caught sight of a thin green line beyond the paddies : the forest into which he planned to escape. But two forces were doing battle deep inside him. One, the voice of fear, urged him to flee, to seize the chance of escape while it lasted. The other, that of reason, told him the forest was too far off, that if he ran here, Ky, or the other guard, would get him with a single burst of automatic fire. 

The tension got steadily worse. The evening air was warm, but Rowe's perspiration was not due to its humidity. Droplets of sweat ran down his face and fell onto the dry dust of the track and he feared Ky would see this and divine what was in his thoughts. But Ky had his hands full this evening. Besides, the brim of Rowe's sun hat hid his face.

After what seemed like an age, Rowe felt the incline press against his ankles. He climbed some ten yards, then the column halted. Possessed of a terrible fear he would leave it too late and let his, surely, last chance of escape be snatched from the tips of his fingers, he nearly bolted. But once again reason overcame emotion, though only just, and the feeling that it was still too soon, too dangerous to run for the forest prevailed. Take it easy! He told himself, angrily. Make one mistake, and you'll be a dead man! He reined himself in and listened, picking up with heightened senses the smallest, the most distant sounds. He heard the heavy breathing of weary and broken men;  the almost mocking – or was it encouraging ? - call of a bird. Sandaled feet ran past him, and there followed rapidly, from the front, a yelp, the sort of sound a man makes when something hard hits him in the ribs and, from the rear, an angry shout. The guards were busy he deduced. He felt it safe to raise his head. The prisoner at the front had fallen and was on his knees. Ky, no doubt anxious to get his charges safely locked up before nightfall, had hurried to the fallen prisoner's side
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