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      Sergeant Andy Wong removed his helmet and ran his fingers through his hair.

      He had just chased four rioters down an alley, and they had vanished into thin air. He didn’t understand how. He and his men searched the alley for ten minutes, shining their powerful LED flashlights all over the ground and walls, looking for any clue where they had gone, but the only things moving were rats the size of cats and thousands upon thousands of cockroaches. He shuddered and stepped further out onto the street, stepping off the pavement into the multicolored glow of the neon signs overhead. He’d always hated cockroaches, ever since he’d been a kid growing up in Sham Shui Po. His parents had been poor, and the flat they rented had been small and damp, subdivided from a larger flat. The minute lights were turned out at night, it had swarmed with cockroaches.

      He glanced up at the building in front of him, again wondering where the rioters had vanished. There was a doorway in the back of the alley, which he and one of his constables had checked thoroughly, but it looked as if it hadn’t been opened for years. Besides, it didn’t have a handle on the outside, so there was no way anyone running down the alley could have opened it and gone inside. The building looked unoccupied, one of many in the area due for redevelopment. The shopfront was shuttered, the door leading to the upper floors locked and barred, and when he stood back on the road and looked up, there were no lights on in the building.

      He could, he supposed, seek permission to search inside the building, but… He looked around at his men who had leaned their riot shields against the wall, removed their respirators and masks, and were passing around water bottles. They had regained their breath after the mad dash up the street in pursuit but were still soaked in sweat. No, he wouldn’t waste time searching the building. It would take too long to get the permissions, and there was a long night ahead of them.

      His men were tired, hell, so was he... it had been over two months of endless duty without a day off. Long days and nights filled with stress and tension, and the strain was starting to show. He was about to rub his eyes, then remembered the tear gas they had fired earlier to clear the street - there was bound to be residue on his hands. He’d learned the hard way not to touch his face without thoroughly washing his hands.

      Just ten minutes earlier, he and his men had been out on patrol when they chanced upon a group of black-clad rioters, building a roadblock and blocking the street. He and his men had been caught by surprise and were attacked with a hail of bricks and stones. They had beat a hasty retreat around the corner, and it wasn’t until they fired tear gas, that the situation was brought under control, only to then chase the rioters down the alley, where they disappeared.

      He sighed, pulled his helmet back on, and turned to his men.

      “Let’s clean up the street.”

      He heard muttered grumbles, but the men stowed their bottles, put their gear back on, and walked back down the road to the half-built roadblock. His men hated this part of the job, claiming they hadn’t joined the force to move bamboo and shopping trolleys out of the road, but Sergeant Wong insisted they do it. It was all part of their civic duty. They were there to serve the public, and if that meant dismantling and clearing up a roadblock, that’s what they had to do.

      He followed behind his men, his eyes scanning the street for any possible danger. A metal shutter rolled up, and a middle-aged man stepped out of his fruit shop. His eyes were red, and he shook his fist at his men. Sergeant Wong couldn’t make out what he was saying, but judging by the body language, he was furious. He watched as two of the constables stopped and began shouting back, and he shook his head. He didn’t blame them, the strain was getting too much, but they needed to maintain self-control. One constable stepped forward and placed his hand on the shopkeeper’s chest and pushed him back into the shop, and Sergeant Wong broke into a jog, eager to stop things from escalating.

      “Constable, move on,” he barked. The constable looked over his shoulder, hesitated, then lowered his hand, and the two men moved back from the man. Sergeant Wong stepped in front of them and pushed them away toward the others, who were already dismantling and clearing the debris from the road.

      He turned back to face the shopkeeper, who was still shouting and shaking his fist.

      “Sir, please calm down.”

      “Calm down? Go fuck yourself. You come here and push us around, firing tear gas at us...”

      “Sir, we fired teargas at the rioters. I’m sorry you were affected, but they attacked us.”

      “Sorry? Sorry? My wife is in the back crying, she can’t breathe, and,”—he gestured toward his fruit—“this is ruined! Are you going to pay for this? Motherfuckers!”

      Sergeant Wong took a breath and raised both hands, making a calming motion with both of them. “Sir, please lower your voice. There is no need for that language. We are police officers. We are doing our job. If the rioters hadn’t been here, we wouldn’t have had to fire gas. Now, please go back inside while we clear the street.”

      The man sneered, cleared his throat, and spat on the footpath at the Sergeant’s feet. “Better they’re here than you. No-one wants you here.”

      Sergeant Wong gritted his teeth, clenched his fists, and glared at the man, who stared back, not backing down. He took a deep breath and forced himself to relax, then stepped away, back onto the road, took another breath, and exhaled slowly.

      The shopkeeper turned to move back into his shop, muttering, “Hak seh wui. Corrupt cops.”

      Sergeant Wong heard him, and his anger rose again as he watched the man walk away. It hadn’t always been like this. Where had it all gone wrong?
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      A light flickered on overhead, and the four men blinked rapidly as their eyes adjusted to the light.

      Opposite them crouched a young western man in a suit, a big grin on his face.

      “Does anyone speak English?” he asked.

      “We all do.”

      “Good, that makes things easier. My Cantonese is terrible.”

      “Who are you?”

      The western man smiled. “That doesn’t matter right now. What matters is you’re safe. The cops can’t get in here.”

      “Where are we?” One man, a young economics student, named William, spoke up as he looked around at his surroundings. He took in the dirty, marked walls and the pile of rubbish in the corner. A dark corridor led away to his left, and on the right, a set of stairs led to the upper floors. The air was damp and musty as if the space had been closed off for a long time. “What is this place?”

      The westerner placed his hands on the floor beside him, pushed himself to his feet, and dusted off his suit. He was tall and well-built, his suit well-cut, accentuating his broad shoulders and narrow waist. It looked expensive. William looked up at him, waiting for an answer.

      “The building is empty. Nothing for you to worry about.” The westerner replied, avoiding a direct answer. “No-one can get in. You are safe.”

      William glanced at his friends and shrugged.

      “I’m going out to look around,” the westerner continued. “Make sure it’s safe for you to leave.” He looked down at the four friends, all dressed in black, surgical masks over their mouths, safety goggles hanging around their necks. “I think you should change if you have other clothes. You’ll look conspicuous if you go out like that.”

      “Con... spicuous?” asked one of the young men, a confused look on his face.

      “You will stand out, look like a Jung Mou, a Frontliner,” William explained in Cantonese.

      The western man waited for him to finish, then, “Wait here. I’ll be back in five minutes.”

      The four men watched him turn and walk down the darkened corridor, turning on the flashlight on his phone as he reached the end. He disappeared around the corner, and the men heard a door open.

      “Who is he? Can we trust him?”

      “I think so.” William frowned. “Why would he save us, only to bring the police in later?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s lucky for us he did. That alley went nowhere.” William shook his head. “If we’d got caught in there... nowhere to go... no witnesses...” William exhaled loudly. “They would have beaten the shit out of us.”

      The only reply was a mumbled “motherfucking popo,” then they sank into silence as they thought about what might have happened.

      William had been a ‘frontliner’ for three weeks, and so far, he had been lucky to avoid a close-up confrontation with the police. Everything had been at a distance, just stone-throwing and verbal abuse, but tonight had been the closest escape. He shuddered to think what might have happened. He knew he was taking a risk, they all were, but it had to be done.

      The government wasn’t listening to the people, so things had to be stepped up. They were Hong Kongers and deserved to govern themselves, not ruled by a power-hungry old man in Beijing. There was no way he and his friends wanted to live under communist rule, constantly in fear, with everything they said or did, monitored every second of the day. But it was dangerous. If he was caught, he could never go back to University, get a job, or start a family. This strange foreigner in a suit had been a miracle. Who was he, and why?

      “Let’s change our gear. He’s right; we don’t know who’s outside.”

      The four young men rummaged in their backpacks, removing changes of clothing and stowing their goggles, helmets, and gloves. Once done, they sat back, leaning against the wall, not speaking... waiting.

      They heard a door slam and tensed, William half-standing, then saw the flicker of a flashlight at the end of the corridor and heard footsteps. The broad-shouldered shape of the westerner came into view, and as he walked into the light, he grinned. William relaxed his fists and his jaw but still frowned, waiting for the man to speak.

      “I just saw the cops get back into their vans and drive off. They’ve cleared your roadblock.”

      “We can go?”

      “I’d wait a couple more minutes, just in case, then leave separately.” He looked at their faces one by one. “Be careful. We need you on the streets, not in prison.”

      “We?”

      The man grinned. “Hong Kong.”

      “You are a Hong Konger?”

      The man ignored William’s question.

      “I’m glad you all changed. You never know who is out there watching, but you should be okay. Some shops are reopening but are busy cleaning up after the tear gas.”

      William nodded. “They fired without warning the public… bastards.”

      “Yeah, I saw it all.” The man leaned down and picked up a leather messenger bag leaning against the wall, and slung it over his shoulder. “It probably didn’t help, you guys throwing bricks at the patrol.” He chuckled. “Scared the shit out of them.”

      William smiled for the first time and glanced at his friends. “Well, it scared the shit out of us, too, when they came round the corner.” His friends nodded and grinned.

      “Come, follow me.” The man adjusted the bag on his shoulder. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      They followed him down the corridor and around the corner toward a doorway. He waited until they were all together, then in a low voice, he said, “This door opens onto the main street. Go out one at a time, then go in different directions. You can meet up later.”

      William nodded and arranged a rendezvous point with his friends. Turning back to the westerner, he said, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” The man’s teeth glinted in the darkness as he smiled. “Just doing my bit for the movement.”

      William heard a key slide into a lock and the creak of a door hinge, then the door opened slowly, and light from the street flooded in.

      “Now, go,” the man said.

      One by one, the men left, turning in opposite directions down the street until there was just William. He stepped toward the door, then stopped. Turning, he looked at the man who had saved them.

      “You never said who you are.”

      The man studied his face, as if thinking about something, then smiled. “Why don’t you call me The Turtle.”

      “The Turtle?”

      “Yes.”

      “What, like Ninja Turtle?”

      The man chuckled. “Something like that.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s a long story. Perhaps when this is all over, and if we meet again, I’ll be able to explain, but for now, it’s Turtle.”

      William stared back at the man who wasn’t much older than him. Perhaps in his mid to late twenties. He had an accent, Australian? New Zealand? William wasn’t sure, but he had a kind face, and he’d helped them, wanting nothing in return.

      The man placed his hand on his arm and gave it a squeeze. “Time for you to go, my friend. Keep fighting.”

      “Thank you, Mr... Turtle.”

      “Ga Yau. Fight on.”

      “Ga Yau,” William repeated. Stepping onto the street, he heard the door click shut behind him.
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      Sergeant Wong dumped his helmet and respirator on the bench seat in front of his locker and checked his watch; two-thirty a.m. He glanced around the changing room at his men, who were slumped on the seats or the floor, exhausted. It had been this way for months, almost every day of the week. It had to end soon. They couldn’t continue like this.

      He opened his locker and peered at the photos stuck to the inside of the door. His wife and daughter looked happy in the photos, but that was a while ago. Nowadays, he hardly saw them, just for a short time each morning, and even then, he was often tired and irritable, frequently taking it out on them. His daughter barely spoke to him anymore, and conversations with his wife seemed to consist only of lists of things he needed to do. He sighed and reached inside for his wash bag and towel.

      Stripping off his uniform, he stuffed it into a plastic bag for washing later, slipped on a pair of rubber flip-flops, and walked naked to the showers. In the old days, anyone walking naked through the changing rooms would have been the subject of jokes and good-natured teasing, but now it was silent, the men too tired to say anything.

      He ran a piping hot shower and stood under it, his eyes closing as he leaned with both hands against the back wall, the scalding hot water rinsing off the sweat, grime, tear gas residue, and blood from the evening’s duty.

      Events of the evening played out on the screen behind his eyelids—eight arrests, six men, two women, four roads unblocked, a pile of burning rubbish extinguished in the middle of Nathan Road, and hours and hours of abuse from the public. Why didn’t they realize he was just doing his job? Upholding law and order, keeping the streets safe? Those little shits in black, the fucking cockroaches... no... he wouldn’t stoop to using the derogatory term the other men used, gaaht jaat, cockroaches. They were human as well, just breaking the law, and he had to remember that, whatever happened. He’d seen it before, the culture of us and them, dehumanizing the enemy, even studied it during his exams for promotion. It was a slippery slope, and once the men stopped regarding lawbreakers as human, it was hard to keep them disciplined. He was already seeing it—as if the job itself wasn’t hard enough—but now also having to keep a wary eye on his men. He ran a tight squad and planned to keep it that way.

      His thoughts ran back to the event that started his evening, their first patrol. Chasing those rioters down the alley only for them to disappear into thin air. Where the hell had they gone? It niggled at him, but he realized he had to let it go. In the bigger picture, they were four rioters out of thousands. Their time would come.

      He straightened and turned the shower control to the extreme right, gasping at the sudden change of temperature as ice-cold water hit his face and ran down his chest. He counted mentally to thirty, gritting his teeth against the cold before shutting off the tap. Taking a deep breath, he opened his eyes, feeling fresher than he had all evening. He reached for the towel and dried himself off before wrapping it around his waist and heading back to the changing rooms. Most of the men had changed out of their uniforms and were dressing or in the showers, but young Constable Chan was still in uniform, sitting on the floor with his back to the wall, staring vacantly at the floor a few feet in front of him.

      Sergeant Wong frowned and walked over.

      “Constable?”

      Chan didn’t seem to hear him.

      “Constable Chan!” the Sergeant said even louder, and Chan’s head jerked. He looked up at the Sergeant but said nothing.

      Sergeant Wong crouched down beside him, “Is everything okay?”

      Chan nodded slowly.

      “Ah Chan?”

      “Sorry, Ah Sir, yes, Ah Sir, everything is okay. I… I guess I’m tired.”

      “We’re all tired, Constable.” Sergeant Wong nodded and glanced around the room, then looked back at Chan. “Is everything okay at home?”

      “Not really, Ah Sir.” Chan sighed. “My wife is complaining she never sees me.”

      Sergeant Wong reached out a hand and gripped Chan’s shoulder. “I understand, my wife says the same, but it’ll be over soon. The people will soon tire of all the disruption, and the rioting will die down. You mark my words.”

      Chan looked up at him, a hopeful look on his face, “Do you think so, Ah Sir?”

      “Yes,” Sergeant Wong smiled. “I do. Now get yourself cleaned up. A hot shower and a fresh change of clothes will do you a world of good. Then go home and see that pretty wife of yours.”

      “Yes, Ah Sir.”

      “And remember, if there is anything you need to talk about, you come see me first. Okay?”

      “Yes, Ah Sir.” Chan nodded. “Thank you, Ah Sir.”

      Sergeant Wong stood up. “Off you go.”

      He watched the young constable walk over to his locker to get changed. Andy chewed his lip and thought about what he’d said. If he was honest with himself, he didn’t really think the protests would end soon... but he couldn’t tell the men that.
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      Andy woke with a start, disoriented, unsure where he was. He stared at the ceiling and the rapidly spinning ceiling fan as he tuned into his surroundings. Groaning, he rubbed his face and swung his legs off the couch. Despite the ceiling fan, his shirt was drenched with sweat, sticking to his back. He heard noises from the kitchen, the sound that had woken him. He glanced at his watch and groaned again; eight a.m. He desperately needed sleep but had to be back on duty again in one hour.

      It had been after three when he had finally made it home to his flat in the Sheung Shui Police Married Quarters. He crept inside, peered into the bedroom where his wife was sleeping, and reluctant to disturb her and receive an earful in return, he had stretched out on the sofa and within minutes, was fast asleep.

      He stood, stretched, peeled the shirt away from his back, then padded barefoot to the kitchen.

      Standing in the doorway, he looked inside and smiled at his wife Ah Mei, standing in front of the stove.

      “Good morning.”

      She looked over her shoulder, stared for a moment, then replied, “Good morning,” before turning her attention back to the pot of congee on the stove.

      Andy felt a heaviness in his chest. There was a time when his wife would greet him with a smile and a hug, but those moments were now few and far between.

      “What time did you get in?” she asked.

      “Ah... three, three-fifteen, I think.” Andy sighed and stepped into the kitchen, grabbing an empty glass from beside the sink and filling it from the water dispenser. He drained it in one go before refilling it.

      “The congee smells good.”

      His wife said nothing, just continued stirring, and Andy shrugged. He put the glass down and headed for the bathroom. He had enough stress at work, the last thing he needed was more at home.

      He walked past the closed door of his daughter’s bedroom and paused. He raised his hand as if to knock, then changed his mind. Let her sleep. It was Saturday morning, and she deserved to sleep in. Her studies kept her busy and away from home at all hours, and with his extended duty and overtime, he hadn’t seen her for days. He would try to call her during the day. Opening the bathroom, he stepped inside and sat down on the toilet. Resting his face in his hands, he let out a long sigh. What would today hold for him?

      He used to love weekends but hated them now with a passion.
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