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Japanese jungle. Present.

H

undreds of corpses are watching us. Rest in peace, old friend.” The little man turned to the beast which stood motionless beside him in the darkness and brought the oil lamp up against one of its giant limbs.

Everything could end there, fire devouring every remnant of life from the beast's body, absorbing even its essence until its very memory dissolved among the flames.

His right hand went into his pocket, his fingers itching to caress the roughness of the engraved metal. He did not need to take it out to read the inscription, he could recite the words by heart. Japanese characters on one side, Western calligraphy on the other, like a modern pocket-sized Rosetta stone.

The lighter had been with him for over seventy years but he had never tried to use it. Too many sad memories, too much pain. For him, it was a relic, a tribute to his past.

He knew the moment to make a decision had come when he saw his hands tremble in the lamp’s glare. He held the can of gasoline up while the tips of his fingers rubbed the rough skin of the beast, as if not wanting to wake it up.

Caressing it for the last time, he could not and would not repress a tear at the thought its inert body would never see the sun again or breath fire to lurk terrified enemies.

With his eyes closed he said a prayer, so that his ancestors would help him make the most appropriate decision, hoping they would not ask him to kill the beast.

Minutes later he was walking through the meadow, squinting his eyes to avoid a sun that seemed to make him pay penance for having harbored such destructive thoughts.

He moved through a sea of grass that reached up to his waist and approached one of the many skeletons scattered across the prairie. Opening the bag that hung from his shoulder, he extracted an old wooden staff and held it in his hands.

His teeth grounded as he struggled not to let the little strength left in him escape through them while he split the staff into two pieces.

His trembling fingers drew from his pocket a dirty crumpled piece of cloth with a name handwritten in Japanese characters. He opened the can and soaked the cloth in gasoline.

Taking a few steps forward he spat as he threw the cloth and the pieces of cane into the skeleton carcass, pouring all the gasoline left inside the can.

Letting his fingers brush again the engraved inscription on the lighter, he grinned when he heard the metallic click as he lifted the lid. His calloused thumb caressed the wheel, and the flame erupted as if by magic.

He raised the lighter muttering a prayer and threw it on the old piece of cloth. Crossing his arms over his chest, he stared at the flames without blinking, watching evil burn. He would not shed any more tears, not for that son of the devil.

Before the flames languished altogether, he raised his eyes to the sky one more time, and in a swift move, he opened the zipper of his fly.

The weak stream of urine fell like morning dew until the fire was almost extinguished.

He acknowledged he had acted on an impulse, perhaps not his finest moment, but at that time he could not think of a better way to avenge his companions and insult the memory of that despicable being.

He had always respected the deceased, those on both sides, but he now felt what he had just done was the right thing to do. It was something personal, and hoped his gods would forgive him for his audacity.

Crouching, he pocketed the blackened lighter he had removed from under the scorched pieces of the broken staff. On the charred remains of the Japanese flag, he still recognized some traces of the lines he had used to write the name of Major Takagi.

Without saying a word, the man turned around and walked the short path that separated him from the cave, and went inside.

Before proceeding, he stopped and retraced his steps for one last glance at what had been his world for so many years.

He would never see it the same way anymore. Now it felt like a cemetery.

Exhausted as he was, he knew he would have plenty of time to rest in the afterlife.

He still had a lot of work to do in this one.
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Wellington. New Zealand. Present.

I

flew a damn time machine," was the first thought coming to her mind as she looked out the airplane window and read "Middle of Middle Earth" written in huge letters on the facade of the main terminal at Wellington Airport, welcoming her to the capital of New Zealand.

She was not in a hurry to disembark, no one would be waiting for her. She remained seated, watching the usual mob of passengers eager to get off the plane, getting up, bothering each other for over fifteen minutes and then competing to be the first to reach the nearest exit.

After ten hours on a connecting flight from Washington DC, plus another thirteen from Los Angeles, it had been almost twenty-four endless hours since she had left her office in the Pentagon, New Zealand bound.

She dragged her carry-on down the catwalk but once inside the terminal she stopped in her tracks.

"Where the hell am I?"

A giant eagle descended menacingly on the hundreds of travelers hurrying toward the baggage claim area. An elderly wizard with a long white beard brandished his stick riding on the back of the giant winged animal, threatening groups of children who, impressed but smiling, took pictures with their mobile phones.

It was like living in a parallel reality. 

For a moment the officer traveled back to her childhood and felt the familiar tingling in her stomach start its bubbly ascent and explode in her throat. 

The same she felt when her father took her and her older sister on a whole weekend trip to DisneyWorld, a well-meaning attempt to make the little ones forget the recent death of their mother, after a brief but intense fight against breast cancer took her long before due, at a young age, leaving two small daughters whom she adored.

She thought that might be a reason why, years later, after joining the Army, she had applied for admission to the DPMAA (Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency). 

Devoting her life to honor the historical memory of the country and to help families who had lost a loved one in any of the war conflicts in which the United States had participated worldwide, seemed like a noble way to honor her mother´s legacy.

She wanted to give those families back something she could never have, hope, the thought that perhaps their missing loved ones might still be alive, prisoners of war in some remote tropical jungle.

The sad truth was most of them would probably have fallen in combat, their bodies disintegrated by explosions or torn apart beyond recognition, forgotten by time, by their superiors, by their companions, by everyone except their families, for whom time had a completely different meaning.

Samantha smiled at the scene and after making sure no one watched her, she could not resist using her mobile phone to take several quick snaps of Gandalf riding the giant eagle, a hyper-realistic sculpture created by the same Wellington studios that developed sets and special effects for many worldwide movie blockbusters.

The extreme kindness of all the immigration and customs officers surprised her, in clear contrast to the harshness and boredom in the treatment she usually received from their American counterparts.

Dragging her only suitcase, she followed the wake of passengers toward the exit, blending with groups of families and friends waiting outside. 

She was already halfway toward the taxi stand when she stopped, startled by a tap on her shoulder.

"Excuse me, are you Miss. Parker?"

The young man, dressed in a navy blue suit and no tie, held a white cardboard sign with her name handwritten.

"Lieutenant Parker, if you don't mind," she said, feigning a haughtiness that surprised even herself.

"Sorry, I find it hard to recognize you without a uniform," the man said, shaking her hand.

"Do you know that in my country what you just told me could cost you a sexual harassment lawsuit?" she said, maintaining a grave countenance, and wondering whether she was perhaps prolonging in excess her feigned military rigidity.

The man appeared embarrassed, but he kept his arm outstretched.

“That came out wrong. It’s not that I've ever seen you without a uniform... What I meant to say is that I expected to see you in uniform because I searched online for your photograph and..."

"I was kidding, don't worry. I'm Lieutenant Samantha Parker," she interrupted him, shaking his hand but not letting go of her suitcase.

"But I would prefer to avoid any misunderstandings. Sexual harassment is a very serious charge," the man said, not looking too relieved.

"And you are?"

"Oh yes, sorry. Martin Bishop, Special Assistant to the New Zealand Department of Defence. I report directly to the Secretary of Defence," he responded.

"I'm happy for you. Tell me, Mr. Bishop, do you know when will I be able to begin my investigation? I bring with me all kinds of reports from our intelligence services and I have a lot of work ahead. The sooner I get to it, the better."

"Please, allow me,” Bishop said, reaching for her suitcase, but the lieutenant ignored him and started walking, dragging it behind her.

"First, I will accompany you to your hotel. Since we assumed you would like to get some rest, we have prepared nothing until tomorrow morning," he said, speaking to her back, running after her and trying not to lose her step.

Finally Bishop stopped and let her walk alone until she was twenty meters away.

"Do you know where we're headed?" Bishop shouted at her from afar. "Maybe your intelligence services have told you where I parked my car?"

The lieutenant stopped, turned around and retraced her steps, showing a sincere smile for the first time.

"Excuse me, Mr. Bishop. I'm exhausted from the long flight, and I believe we have not gotten off to a good start. Please call me Samantha, and thank you very much for coming," she said, reaching out to him.

During the short drive to the hotel, she enjoyed the views of the city, the white buildings, the nearness of the sea, the hundreds of boats and yachts anchored in the harbor. 

What impressed her the most was the intense blue of a sky that seemed hand painted, with gigantic white clouds, so perfectly defined they looked cut out and stuck in it.

After the mandatory comforting shower in her room, she knew she faced the impossible task of trying to stay awake to minimize the jet lag effects.

The prospect of a work session at the bar with a local Defence Department official would not be the best way to keep sleep at bay, but she could not think of anything better to do. 

A little later she was sitting at a table on the hotel terrace, in front of a cup of excellent New Zealand coffee, watching happy people queue at the bus stops, on their way home after work.

She suspected that if she wanted to prove to her superiors she could successfully manage major projects like that one, she should abandon her urban mentality, her congenital Western stress and get used to the relaxed pace of life in the South Pacific, where clock hands moved slower, and time was more an ally than an enemy.
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I

brought with me over sixty open files," she said, rolling the iced beer glass over her cheek, letting the cold stab keep her awake.

"And those are just a selection of the ones of most interest to the Agency," she added, glancing at her wristwatch and realizing they had been talking for over two hours.

"How can one prioritize about something as terrible as the death of a loved one? What criteria should we follow to put one case over another? That's very slippery ground," the New Zealand officer said, “we could see it as a show of lack of respect for families, or even as favoritism, couldn’t we?”

"Shifting sands, I would say. I'm not the one assigning the files, so I cannot comment on that," the lieutenant answered, not taking the glass from her face.

"Cannot, or must not?"

She smiled, raised her hand and drained almost half her glass of a single gulp.

"You have... a mustache." Martin pointed his index finger at her upper lip.

She wiped the foam from her lips and smiled before continuing.

"Give me one example of an administrative body in which decisions are made without external influences. There will always be interests of State, national security, whatever. The important thing for us is that, whatever the reasons may be, we leave no case untouched. To prioritize, yes; to forget, never," the lieutenant said, as she emptied her glass, letting the thick beer slip down her throat as if in slow motion.

"Nemo Resideo, the old Marines motto. Leave no one behind, right?" Martin said, also finishing his drink.

"Yes. It also applies to our line of work. Second World War was especially vicious here in the Pacific; it never had the glamor the war in Europe had.”

She looked at him and frowned.

“I know you will tell me that glamor is not the politically correct term, but I'm a little drunk and exhausted, and I can't come up with anything better. Upon their return, Pacific war veterans felt forgotten, discriminated, undervalued, when compared to their comrades who fought on the European Fronts. That’s why I’m so interested in those cases, so we can deliver justice and repair part of the damage done to thousands of families."

Martin nodded as he played with his empty glass while focusing on her words.

"I am at least grateful they allowed me to come, if only to investigate a few cases and with very limited resources. That's why I want my work here to be impeccable, so it can open the door for more budget allocation for investigation of what really happened in the Pacific. Nowhere better to start than here in New Zealand, the best ally the United States could ever find to embark on such collective madness,” she said, as she stood and picked up the magnetic key card to her room and smiled again.

"Amen to that. I cannot refute so many truths," Martin said, also standing up. "I think you earned the honor of benefitting from my invaluable assistance in your mission. Try to get some rest, Samantha. Tomorrow we go diving."

"Diving?" She turned around and looked at him in disbelief.

"Yes, we’ll spend a fun day diving, immersing ourselves in the military archives of the Department of Defense, looking for clues."

Samantha breathed a little relieved. "I hope we find no sharks," she said, as she made her way to the hotel lobby, giving him a military salute.

"There are no sharks in New Zealand, they're all in Australia," Martin yelled from a distance.

The following weeks Samantha spent endless days researching official sources, national archives, university libraries, Ministry of Defence databases and visiting private institutions and foundations. 

Martin accompanied her the first few days, but from then on he only kept respectful telephone contact with her since there was little he could contribute to a research work he graphically described as suitable for library rats.

As the end of her stay in New Zealand was near, Martin invited her to a working dinner at a seafood restaurant in the Wellington marina.

"Do you think your visit has been worthwhile? Did you make progress on your crusade?" Martin asked, passionately attacking a piece of roast lamb and ignoring the side dishes.

“Everything in life is worthwhile, you just have to know how to take advantage of the opportunities you are given. You can always get something positive out of it."

"Can you translate it for me, please?" he said, unable to put the silverware to rest, mercilessly devouring the lamb.

"I managed to close about ten files, or at least I think I can do it soon with the information I obtained. It will all depend on the results of the genetic tests, but I trust most of them will be positive."

"Ten out of sixty. Not a bad average, isn't it?"

Samantha smiled as she brought the wineglass to her lips.

"To be honest, it's more than I had hoped to achieve, but I'm afraid my superiors in the Pentagon will not see it that way. For them, I will be a disappointment."

"Nonsense. A single positive identification would be well worth it, and you have achieved much more."

She returned a grateful smile, unable to hide an undertone of sadness, which she kept throughout dinner.

"When are you heading back to Washington?"

"The day after tomorrow. I cannot justify a longer stay although I would really like it. But I'm satisfied, and I'm being totally honest about it."

"That's why I could not let you leave like that. I saved the best for dessert,” Martin said, pulling a thick yellow file from a briefcase under the chair, and placing it on the tablecloth in front of her.

"What is this?"

"I know you think I have not been very helpful to you these last few days. Yes, I know, no matter how much you shake your head. The point is, I wanted to help you see things from another angle, regardless of the official versions. I have been researching the subject for a while in my spare time, but from the perspective of oral historians."

The look of disbelief on Samantha's face did not daunt him.

"I know what you must think, and I understand it, considering where you come from and who you work for, but please, just listen to me."

He waited for her to nod in agreement and her silence encouraged him to continue.

"The Pacific War was a major conflict for my country. New Zealand feared an imminent Japanese invasion and was not ready to defend itself. The American troops using our islands as their base of operations to fight with us against the Japanese was both a blessing and a source of national pride. Many New Zealanders died, others were taken prisoner or disappeared, and our government, like yours, will not rest until we clarify every one of those cases. But unfortunately, time plays against us. The few war veterans who are still alive are almost centenarians, and in a few years there will be no surviving witnesses left."

“I know. That’s our main problem," she said.

"That's why it's so important to be open to any source. Here is where oral historians come in. They spend thousands of hours interviewing and gathering verbal testimonies from all those people, often doing so unselfishly. 

“People don’t ususally take them seriously and think they’re unreliable sources. Please read this file. I chose selected fragments I think may be of interest to you, or that perhaps could be early clues,” Martin said, pushing the folder across the tablecloth.

She looked him in the eye, not knowing how to interpret such a spontaneous and unexpected offer of help.

"This is not official, I'm doing it on my own. Oh, and of course I'll come and pick you up to take you to the airport," he said, standing up to leave.

"I expected no less from you," she replied with a nod, resting her hand on the closed dossier.
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B

ack in her room, Samantha carefully read the transcripts of oral interviews made by several local historians. 

Most were conversations with survivors, veterans settling back into civilian life in various New Zealand cities and some in Australia, collecting their memories about the harshness of the Pacific campaigns, and their experiences reintegrating into society.

"How fortunate they could at least return home and be interviewed," Samantha thought. "Many of their comrades had no such luck and remain lost in some remote jungle or rest on the bottom of the ocean."

She found nothing in those pages that would allow her to reconsider her research or shed new light on what she already discovered. She was about to quit reading when something caught her attention.

She found a paragraph citing a conversation with a Japanese farmer. The vast majority of interviews were always done to family members or veterans of the Allied Army. Interviews with Japanese, Italian or German citizens were unusual.

The text did not include the complete conversation, only a comment from a former RNZAF (Royal New Zealand Air Force) pilot after a vacation trip to Japan with his wife during the eighties.

He had read in a local newspaper an interview with a farmer who lived in the Ogasawara, a small group of islands near Tokyo, who claimed to have met descendants of the soldiers who fought in them, from both sides.

"From both sides." Those three words captured her attention powerfully. Could it be true?

The name of the islands was vaguely familiar to her but she did not remember them being the scene of any famous battle. From what little she found out, no reports of Allied survivors existed, and if there had ever been any fighting in them, it probably was not a battle but rather a skirmish.

Despite the slow Internet connection in her room, it did not take her long to find more information about the article.

Military activity in the islands was hardly mentioned in the history books. In addition, the article alluded to what a New Zealand tourist believed to have read in a Tokyo newspaper over thirty years earlier. Not exactly what most would consider a reliable source.

Samantha had read hundreds of similar stories. Asian jungles, supposed fleeting sightings of Allied officers officially disappeared and left for dead, or soldiers for whom the war had not yet ended and who remained entrenched in their jungle dens almost eighty years after the end of the conflict.

Samantha used to put that news on a level close to those of UFOs and extraterrestrials in Roswell. However, something about that particular mention strangely attracted her.

The Ogasawara had recently been declared a World Heritage Site by UNESCO, being currently promoted as a touristic destination for ecologists and animal lovers.

The archipelago had some thirty islands and islets, very close to Japan and the Philippine Sea. It was unlikely the New Zealand Army forces would have gone that far, although the islands suffered the occasional attack by the American Army, because of their strategic interest and their proximity to Japan. 

Allied bombings on Japanese territory were frequent, although they usually originated from mainland bases or other more distant islands.

Lieutenant Neil Langford, the RNZAF pilot interviewed in the article, had died a few years earlier, but his widow still lived and spent her days in a nursing home in Palmerston North.

Samantha reached for her cell phone and dialed Martin's number.

"Change of plans. Come and pick me up tomorrow, but don't take me to the airport yet."

"Really? Where to?" answered the sleepy voice on the other side of the line.

"To go for a walk in the vicinity."

Home to Massey University, Palmerston North, a town north of Wellington, had grown around a large public park known as The Square.

The nursing home was on the outskirts of the city and after two hours of travel, Martin's car stopped at the address displayed on their GPS.

They were sitting on a pleasant waiting room, while a receptionist went looking for Margaret Langford. Ten minutes later a young man wearing a white polo shirt with the establishment's golden logo embroidered on his chest showed up pushing a wheelchair from which a frail old woman with immaculately white hair smiled at them.

Soon they sat in front of her in a visiting room, enjoying a cup of tea and some cookies.

After the usual exchange of pleasantries, Samantha led the conversation toward the matter that brought them there.

The old lady was not used to receiving visitors other than her children and grandchildren, let alone official visits.

"We're not on an official capacity, we just want to talk to you about your late husband," Samantha said.

"An American officer comes to visit me, together with a member of the New Zealand Department of Defense. That does not strike me as something insignificant nor casual,” the old woman said, showing a mental alertness not hinted by her fragile appearance.

"I hope they finally recognize Neil's merits and grant him the medal of courage, although unfortunately, it comes too late," she said, tapping with unusual energy on the wheelchair armrest.

"I have no doubt he deserves such an honor, but I am afraid it is not in our powers to grant it,” Samantha said, looking straight into the old woman's eyes, whose sad gaze could not hide her disappointment.

"Then I don't know what I can do for you," she said with certain curtness, although deep down she was grateful for the visit.

Martin gave her details about their reason for being there and the old woman remained pensive for a long time.

"What you are asking me about took place almost forty years ago, not exactly yesterday. We traveled to Tokyo on what we called our second honeymoon, since the first one had only been a weekend in Wellington, a few days before Neil sailed for Europe. I hope you will not ask me for more specifics about what we did during those days," she said, smiling mischievously at them.

"What happens in Tokyo, stays in Tokyo. Isn't that what you say in your country?" she said, laughing openly and looking at Samantha straight in the eye.

"It mostly applies to Las Vegas, but I think we can make an exception in your case. What couples do during their honeymoon is protected under military immunity," Samantha said, winking to the old lady.

The conversation relaxed from there on, and the old woman provided some facts based on what little she remembered.

"The news he read really impacted Neil. He had followed very closely the cases of several missing companions in the Middle East and Italy. He knew their families, and shared their suffering, not knowing the resting place of the remains of their husbands, fathers, sons, of all those brave men who, like him, gave the best of their youth for a cause in which they blindly believed,” the old woman said, reaching for the cup of tea and taking a sip.

"Why did your husband care so much about that particular news?" Martin asked.

"I wondered that too. After all, we were in Japan, and Neil never fought there, although he had friends assigned to a New Zealand Division who fought in the Pacific. I always thought he did it out of interest for his comrades, nothing more. I think it was a very sensitive issue for Neil,” she said.

"Can you remember any detail about what the article said?" Samantha asked.

"Why should I?" she said, showing a fit of anger she did not really feel.

"Sorry if we bothered you, but it was just an innocent question," Samantha said.

"Why should I? I don’t have to remember it because I keep the newspaper clipping," she said, with a broad smile on her lips.

Samantha and Martin exchanged glances for a second and immediately addressed the old woman both talking at once.

"And could we see it?"

The old woman took her time to respond. She was enjoying it, and it showed.

"The original clipping, I don’t know where it is; I have not seen it in years. It must be stored in a box in one of my children's homes."

"So?" Martin said, with an inquisitive expression.

"Many years ago, Neil commissioned a translation of the article to a friend of his who spoke Japanese, the same one who organized our honeymoon trip to Japan. If you are wondering why we chose Japan as a destination, you must know that, unlike others, Neil never held a grudge against the Japanese for what they did during the war. He respected their culture and always said they had fought for their flag just as the Allies did for theirs. He also used to say that in any war, all foot soldiers were just as fucked up, no matter which side they were in. And please excuse my language, but that's how Neil felt. I have the translated pages in my room. I'll go get them."

Martin could not help reaching out and giving an affectionate wrist grip to that lovely old woman.

"I won’t be the one who proves your late husband wrong."

"Neither will I," Samantha added.
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CHAPTER 5
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S

itting before a cup of coffee at a gas station, Samantha checked the photographs she had taken with her mobile phone, trying to decipher the translation neatly typewritten in several yellowed sheets.

"It's a generic article about the war on the islands off the coast of Japan, published in the Asahi Shinbun in August 1986. The Harvard-Yenching library in Boston maintains a digital database of that newspaper, but it’s not searchable on line. So, to read the full original article I must do it in person once I return to the States. For now, we must settle for this translation, if I get the damn photograph to stay still and stop spinning around," Samantha said, trying to zoom in on her phone screen.

"At the end of the article, they quote the words of an inhabitant of one of the Ogasawara, who actually says there were survivors after the battle fought on the islands, survivors from both sides."

Martin did not seem as excited about the importance of the finding as she was.

"It’s nothing but the testimony of an old man, but he most certainly was referring to Japanese soldiers. Unfortunately, I'm sure you know how the Japanese treated prisoners of war, they left no one alive. Had there been any Allied prisoner alive, either he would have been evacuated years ago or he could not have survived on his own for so long," Martin said.

"Unless those events took place near the end of World War II. Let's see, the war ended in August 1945, or September, if we consider the date of Japan's official surrender. Can we determine the approximate dates when the alleged hostilities in the Ogasawara took place?" Samantha said, although Martin was already one step ahead, typing search commands on his portable tablet.

"Not exactly one of the most well-known chapters in World War II. I can barely find anything," he said.

"It's an archipelago. The main island is Chichi-Jima, attacked and bombed very often by the Allies as it was a Japanese telecommunications center with several long-range radio stations. It was heavily fortified and defended by several thousand Japanese soldiers. From what I see, the islands were never conquered, unlike the famous Iwo-Jima a little further south, where your compatriots posed for the legendary photo."

"Do I sense a certain ironic tone in your words, Martin?"

"Not at all," he hastened to respond. "For us Kiwis, the war in the Pacific is an issue deserving our utmost respect. Without the intervention of your country, maybe you and I would not be here today talking nonchalantly."

Martin thought the kind smile Samantha gave him was more guided by courtesy than by sincerity, and he rushed to find a new topic of conversation.

"Not everything are war facts. Look, here is a website about anthropological studies in the Pacific. They collect recent oral accounts about the FaiaDoragon or the Ogasawara Fire Dragon," Martin said.

"I have no idea what they are referring to. Must be some exotic animal or a legend from feudal Japan," Samantha said.

"The first sightings of the islands took place in the 16th century by Spanish conquistadors, who were very busy at the time naming most of the Pacific islands,” Martin said.

"Not much to work with, but I think some field work would be helpful, don't you think?" Samantha said, with a smile this time Martin correctly interpreted as sincere.

"I'm not sure my superiors will approve a trip to Japan, if that's what you're thinking,” Martin said.

"Maybe if the request came from the Pentagon..." she added.

"In that case, you will need an interpreter to help you communicate with the natives," he said, managing a faint smile.

"You're full of surprises. I didn't know you spoke Japanese," she said.

"Not a word. I prefer sign language. In that, I am a true master."

"Martin, in this part of the world you live in, is there any place you can travel to without investing at least 24 hours to get there?" Samantha sighed, leaning on the deck railing of the ferry taking them from Tokyo to Chichi-Jima island, whose silhouette they could see in the distance, after almost 25 hours of sea crossing plus a long flight from Wellington.

"I'm just grateful we did not miss the ferry. It could have been a lot worse. Keep in mind there is only one a week,” Martin said.

They meandered down the catwalk between tourists dragging heavy suitcases, and young backpackers, probably environmentalists and nature lovers, Samantha thought, attracted by the islands' reputation as a sanctuary for protected species of flora and fauna.

"It will soon be dark. We'd better get to the hotel as soon as possible. Our accommodation is an eco-lodge just a few minutes away from the jetty by bus," Martin said, looking at a marquee under which several groups of travelers awaited their transportation.

"I would ask you three questions, but I don't dare to know the answer."

"Shoot, don’t be afraid."

"What do you understand by eco-lodge ? How far is a few minutes away ? and, what do they understand here by bus?" Samantha said, pointing to a small, broken down van that braked loudly in front of the bus stop, with capacity for only four or five passengers.

Two impertinent sunlight rays shone on Samantha's face early the next day, and when she awoke, she made two great discoveries, a disappointing one, and one that more than made up for it.

The first was they shared a bathroom and a communal room with four other hikers. The second, that from their bunk beds they had a view of the sea far away in the distance, through the trees, and the emerald color of the waters was so transparent the island seemed to float on them.

When she went down to the communal dining room to have breakfast, Martin was waiting for her with the keys for a small rental car, which would allow them to move around the island with more autonomy.

The Ogasawara were a true subtropical paradise. Samantha never imagined such idyllic landscapes she had always associated with the South Pacific, could exist so close to Japan. 

White sandy beaches hugging endless rows of palm trees bent as if trying to drink from its crystal clear waters, sea beds brimming with marine life playing hide and seek between spectacular coral reefs, in an island seemingly unable to keep so much natural exuberance at bay.

Samantha and Martin spent the next two days touring the island's main city, visiting several official departments as well as the gathering places of the locals, such as bars and small shops.

On the third day their disappointment was evident, but they kept trying to get information by talking to any villagers who would lend themselves to it. 

A few tries and several beers later, they finally found someone who told them about farmers who worked and lived there during the seventies, but had been disappearing when they died of old age.

The islanders' primary source of income was tourism, but the local economy also benefited from the presence of various scientific astronomic facilities, several telescopes, and a small active military base.

From what they could find out, in the current population census of 2000 people, no one on the island carried the family name of the Japanese farmer mentioned in the article.

"Anno is an unusual surname in Japan, but there may be someone with such surname in Haha-Jima island," said an old man with bright, wavy white hair, sitting in a ramshackle electric wheelchair, in front of a cup of hot soup in one of the oldest restaurants around. 

"Few people visit Haha-Jima and those who live there have a reputation for being eccentric. Very reserved people."

"When was the last time you were there?" Samantha asked.

"I was accompanying a group of European and American scientists. They wanted to install antennas on the island."

"Was that recently?" Martin said.

"Yes, very recently." The old man smiled. "Shortly after World War II. Back then I still hadn't had my first shave. I went there with my father. I must have been about fourteen years old back then, and now I'm on my way to one hundred," he said, as he kept slurping his soup. 

"Why are you so interested in those farmers?" 

He covered his mouth to suppress a coughing fit.

"Are you OK?" Samantha asked.

"Not really. This past winter has been very hard for me. I thought I wouldn't see spring again, but here I am, still fighting; although I'm afraid I'll soon be running out of steam for good."

Something about the old man conveyed kindness and honesty and Samantha decided to open up and reveal her identity and the real reason for their investigation and their trip to the islands, to investigate about missing soldiers during the war, to give their families peace in knowing the truth.

"A noble and praiseworthy goal," whispered the old man, “and let me tell you, lady, if you had known sixty years younger..."

He remained pensive for several minutes, a long silence Martin found uncomfortable and he interrupted him getting up to leave, thinking the old man did not want to keep talking.

Samantha was about to join him when the elder pushed the empty bowl across the table and left it in front of her.

"You should try it. They say it has aphrodisiac properties. Too bad it's a little late for me to check it."

"What is it? Is it shark fin soup?" Samantha said.

"Something like that. I wish it could be turtle soup, but it has been forbidden in the islands for years. A protected species, you know? It was on the verge of extinction, and now you cannot even look at them from afar," the old man complained.

From the street door, Martin shrugged in a sign of impatience and lack of interest in what the man was explaining. Samantha, on the contrary, seemed captivated because she did not move from her chair and kept going with the flow.

"What a shame. I would have loved to try it, but I guess it’s something that will never be,” she said

The old man operated the tiny joystick, and the wheelchair moved away from the table, but before leaving the room, he approached Samantha and whispered a few words to her ear. Then he smiled and sped up as he drove his chair out, bowing his head as he passed Martin in the doorway.

Martin walked toward Samantha, who was looking at him with an enigmatic smile on her lips.

"What was that all about? Was the old man proposing to you, with so much talk of aphrodisiacs and exotic soups?"

"Much better than that,” Samantha said.

"Don't tell me. He is sending us to waste our time on another island even smaller than this one. He must be even sicker than he appears. I think the man is a little crazy."

"I wouldn't be so sure," she said, staring at the look of disbelief from her partner.

"And what did he say to your ear? Was he proposing to you?"

"No. He just told me about a place in Haha-Jima where we can try turtle soup if we go on his behalf, Mr. Isamu. That's him. It’s the house of an old friend of his, a Mr. Onishi."

"Is that all? Well, some help it will be. He's just a dirty old man trying to make a pass at you,” Martin said.

“Was there anything that surprised you or felt strange in him?" Samantha asked.

"Many things, but none the old man could not placate with a good cold shower,” Martin said. “What are you referring to?"

“Haven't you wondered how an old Japanese man could speak English so well?"

Martin thought about it. He had not noticed until then. Not only was the old man's vocabulary surprisingly rich, some of his expressions were typical of American English. 

That an almost hundred-year-old Japanese man could speak English with such ease was indeed very strange.

"I think my appetite just woke up. Nothing would please me more than to taste a delicious turtle soup, specially the recipe of Haha-Jima's famous chef," Martin said, stepping away to let Samantha pass when she walked out into the street. 

They had another ferry to take.
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Sling Camp. Beacon Hill. Bullford. Wiltshire, England. 1919

I

f I didn’t know we were in England and closed my eyes, when I opened them I could swear I woke up in the Egypt of the Pharaohs," Private Grant Wright said, staring off into the distance.

From his cot in the modest hospital barrack where he convalesced, his world was limited to what he could see through a small window, which for endless weeks had only been the sea, a sea of roofs, in an endless row of wooden barracks.

He was familiar with the history of Sling Camp, built by the New Zealand Army soldiers in mid-1916, as an annex to the Bullford Camp in Wiltshire, a bucolic spot in the English countryside.

It was born to serve as a gathering point for New Zealand troops arrived from any part of the world, as a training center for reinforcement units of the New Zealand Infantry Brigade and as a place of convalescence for those injured in combat during what would later be known as World War I.

After the recent signing of the armistice in November 1918 and the end of the war, its new main function was to offer accommodation for the troops awaiting repatriation to New Zealand.

The restrictions on maritime transport availability had been the main reason for the repeated delays in repatriation to New Zealand of the nearly 5,000 soldiers stationed at Sling Camp.

The continuous postponements of their trip had undermined the men's morale, and boredom was there to stay. The marches, compulsory education courses, and military exercises programmed to distract them, had only achieved the opposite aim. 

The soldiers, disgruntled with the treatment they were receiving, called strikes and protests and they even razed the camp supply stores and the officers' canteen, depleting their liqueur reserves.

In addition, the overcrowding conditions in which they lived made up fertile ground for the quick expansion of infections and epidemics.

To keep the troops occupied, an officer suggested they dig the silhouette of a gigantic kiwi bird of almost one hectare in size in Beacon Hill, a gentle slope presiding over the view of the camp.

"If making us build each barrack in this damn camp with our own hands wasn’t enough, now they also want us to decorate it," Corporal Andrew Bean said, lying in the cot next to Private Wright’s.

Corporal Bean was a member of the Corps of Royal New Zealand Engineers and had spent several years in maintenance and logistics in the camp.

"I can understand how you feel, but after what I went through in the Front, you are fortunate to have always been here," Private Wright said, his tone bordering on anger.

"I'm sorry Grant, I did not want to be offensive or detract from what you have done for the country, but..."

"I know," the soldier interrupted him, flashing a half smile meant to ease the tension. "I don't think this is the best way to entertain the troops either, when all we all want is to go home."

"Yes, but having us working under the sun to carve a giant kiwi bird on the mountain stone with picks and shovels, is so absurd an entertainment as wanting to straighten the tower of Pisa by pulling it with ropes and mules," the corporal said.

"Don't talk so loud, lest you give them any ideas. Remember that the city of Pisa is right on our route back home."

The corporal laughed so hard he suffered a chest spasm, followed by a coughing fit so strong it erased his smile and made him writhe in pain, as his glowing skin took on a disturbing bluish hue.

Private Wright watched his companion with concern and let his gaze wander back into the distance, to the several groups of soldiers busy carving the gigantic silhouette of the kiwi, New Zealand’s national bird, on the limestone rocks of the mountain slope.

He could not help but seeing rows of thousands of Egyptian slaves parading through his mind, pulling thick ropes and dragging giant stone blocks to the sound of whiplash, singing chants that sounded suspiciously similar to those he had sung himself when marching with his comrades in arms.

He had always read with interest all the news published about the unsuccessful but ever-exciting archaeological excavations Howard Carter was carrying out in the Valley of the Kings, financed by Lord Carnavon. 

His interest in Egypt was not born in school textbooks or university classrooms but from his own experience, having been the first land he set foot on after being conscripted and leaving his family in New Zealand.

As a member of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force (NZEF), he had fought the Turks in Suez and on the European Front, and been assigned to the Infantry Brigade that fought in Palestine and participated in the Jerusalem reconquest from Turkish forces.

Wounded several times, he had lost two fingers in his right hand from a grenade explosion and limped from a shrapnel injury to his leg.

The reason for his current hospital admission was the onset of symptoms of the so-called Spanish flu, an epidemic causing real havoc among combatants of almost all countries involved in the war, mainly the result of malnutrition and harsh hygienic conditions.

From the beginning of the war, his main objective, now almost an obsession, was to stay alive to return home as soon as possible, to his wife's arms. 

Newlywed, he had been conscripted a few months after his wedding, thus the only honeymoon trip he could offer his young wife was a weekend in a boarding house near Christchurch, in the company of his new in-laws, Marjorie's parents.

A nurse, her mouth and nose covered with a white cloth mask, moved steadily toward them, walking between rows of metal cots in which dozens of soldiers recovered from war wounds or convalesced after surgery. 

The cloths suspended between the cots to prevent the aerial transmission of microbes flapped like white flags as she passed.

"I think she's coming for me," the corporal said, pulling the sheet up to his neck, pretending to sleep.

"Hiding will do you no good. It is thanks to women like her we won the war," Private Wright said.

“Yes, it's our Army's secret weapon. Had we sent the Germans a battalion of nurses like her, the war would have ended several months earlier," the corporal whispered under the covers.

"Corporal Bean, do not pretend to be asleep. I couldn't help overhearing your kind comment, and I must confess it has made me change my mind. It is indeed a pity we have run out of hypodermic needles. I'll have to use with you the ones the veterinarian of the Mounted Division has kindly provided, the same ones they use for horses," the nurse said, placing a metal tray on the bedsheets.

"Did you not hear me? Would you rather check the size of the needle I will use on you?" the nurse said, waiting for an answer.

A sudden tremor under the sheets betrayed him and she jerked the bedsheets up, leaving the corporal exposed.

"I see you seem to be feeling much better already, don’t you? Back to being as impertinent as ever," she said. 

Given the lack of response, the nurse approached him and saw foamy spurts of bloodstained saliva coming out of his nose and accumulating in the corner of his mouth.

"Doctor, here," she shouted, signaling another nurse for help.

Private Wright sat up in bed, trying to glimpse his comrade's face in between the arms and bodies of the assistants who came and tried to keep the corporal on his side while a doctor ran down the aisle toward them.

A strong stench of feces erupted when they moved the corporal's inert body. Dysentery had become every soldier’s loyal traveling companion during the long months at the Front, and diarrhea was a common manifestation of its humiliating power.

The corporal's body began to convulse violently. It's a sign he’s still alive, Private Wright thought, although deep down he feared those could be his last death rattles and he was witnessing how life was being abducted from his comrade's body.

He had felt it too many times on the Front not to recognize it immediately. 

Death did not let its prey escape easily. Grant could feel its presence, intuit when it had just arrived; he could even smell it and without knowing why, at that moment he thought the stench of feces was a suitable preamble to its undesirable arrival.

An hour later, the medical officer of the camp stamped his signature on the death certificate and the same assistants came to remove Corporal Bean’s lifeless body and later returned to take the crumpled bed sheets.

The silence in the barracks was almost absolute. Only some irrepressible coughs broke the solemnity of the moment, in which dozens of men kept a respectful silence and unknowingly prayed for their comrade's soul, grateful for not being the ones leaving in his place and afraid such a moment could arrive earlier than expected.

Private Wright closed his eyes to avoid being seen crying. In his mind he could only see his wife's image, her beautiful face.

The rows of Egyptian slaves had vanished, probably having reached the top of the pyramid or died along the way. Their place was now occupied by the angelic face of his beloved Marjorie, her eyes a soft silky blue and her hair the color of wheat at sunset.

He would give anything to be in her arms. After all, he had survived a world war and was coming back from the dead to be with her.

"Private Grant Wright," the orderly called, reading his name from a list.

The soldier got up from the wooden bench where he had been sitting for almost two hours and approached the table.

It was a pure formality, but once repatriation was approved, all soldiers had to visit that office to sign a series of forms and make sure all their documentation was in order before undertaking the long trip home. 

General Robert Young had authorized the priority departure of married soldiers over those who were single. The policy favored Grant who, having never met the General, was already deeply indebted to him.

He received a medical discharge although he did not fully share that decision. He still felt very weak, often had palpitations and his heart raced like a wild horse. He would wake up at night bathed in sweat, unable to escape nightmares that relentlessly chased him, making his head seem to burst.

But he would not argue against an order guaranteeing his return home, and he would soon board the train that would take him to the port from which he would embark for the long boat trip back to New Zealand.

Back in his barracks, his passport and other documents still warm in the front pocket of his jacket, he quickly picked up his few belongings and stuffed them in his backpack, with the excitement of the schoolboy preparing to go on his first field trip with his friends.

He walked to the window and could not help spend a few seconds contemplating in the distance and for the last time, that giant kiwi bird permanently crouched, in eternal pursuit of an invisible enemy or an insect, or whatever those animals ate.

He was proud to be Kiwi, and loved his country and its symbols, but he would not miss that sad bird sculpted in the mountain limestone. It brought too many painful memories.

It was not a work born of an artist's inner passion but from a square-minded military officer. It had not been carved by the skillful hands of a group of enthusiastic craftsmen but by soldiers forced to do so by their superiors.

Again, the sound of whips lashing on the naked backs of the slaves brought him back to reality, but he quickly pushed the thought away. 

He did not suppress a smile when he remembered Corporal Bean and what he would have said at that moment, knowing he was going home, leaving behind forever such a magnificent work of art, which had given them so many hours of conversation.

"The Beacon Hill kiwi bird will never escape from its limestone prison, but this Christchurch Kiwi, as sure as my name is Grant, is flying home to his wife's arms," Grant thought. "I wish you could have come with me. Rest in peace, mate."

Throwing his backpack over his shoulder, Private Grant Wright left the barracks for good.
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T

he sea crossing would be long, but very different from what his outward journey had been years earlier when the troops sailed off from Lyttelton in a freighter that took them to Australia, to reunite with the 1st Australian Imperial Force to travel to Egypt together.

Back then he had shared the long and uncertain journey with thousands of companions, and also with hundreds of horses, vehicles, and weaponry.

This time he eagerly longed to begin his new journey, one without anguish or suffering, in which he would pass the time counting every nautical mile, every seagull crossing his path, every flock of dolphins wanting to accompany him along the journey.

He knew that out there, where the sun sets, beyond the horizon, where the curvature of the earth hides what it doesn’t want us to see, his beloved was waiting for him and his true life was about to begin.

It was not a pleasure trip, but it promised to be a relaxing one, without the constant anguish of his first trip, the fear of ending up at the bottom of the ocean as shark carnage, torpedoed by an enemy submarine. 

Safety of soldiers had always been an absolute priority for the Ministry, which even on the outward journey already made sure the charter ships carried enough vests and lifeboats on board.

For the return trip, most of the ships belonged to the Imperial Navy and were not the freighters or commercial boats reconverted into troop transports the Ministry of Defence hired as charters at the beginning of the war. 

Because of his humble ancestry and his innate shyness, Grant was not accustomed to social interaction and in his time in the Army, he had met very few people.

Just a few friendships made at the Front, and  several childhood friends from Canterbury conscripted with him, several of whom would never make the trip back home. Such was the modest social balance of his passage through war, the shallow footprint he would leave behind. 

However, nothing mattered to him now that he knew he could put it all to rest and start a new life and a real family with his wife.

During the return trip he befriended Alistair Bradford, one of the several conscientious objector pacifists the New Zealand Ministry of Defence had not recognized as such at the beginning of the war. 

Imprisoned, convicted by a military court and forcibly sent to fight at the European Front, sentenced to forced labor, he received an enormously humiliating physical and mental treatment.

Alistair had suffered hardship, torture, being abandoned behind enemy lines unarmed, and endless abuses, but he showed a bulletproof pacifist conviction and endured with integrity the rigors of that odyssey to be able to return home to his family.

Due to the enormous pressure public opinion exerted in New Zealand, outraged by the mistreatment given by the Army and the Ministry to the objectors, and after subjecting him to various tests to assess his mental state, they finally authorised Alistair’s return to New Zealand, where he hoped to be discharged from the Army.

Grant, like the vast majority in the camp, knew about the conscientious objectors, and sympathized with their cause, their integrity and their unstoppable desire to return home.

The little character turned out to be an excellent traveling companion and Grant wished to stay in touch with him once back into civilian life.

"He roa te wā ki Tipirere, he tino mamao, he roa te wā ki Tipirere, ki tāku kōtiro."

He had heard that melody thousands of times on the Front, but the notes took on a completely different and deeper meaning when they accompanied the velvety stanzas a group of Māori soldiers sang in harmony, leaning against the railing, their eyes fixed on the horizon line.

They had barely left their mouths, but their words already flew over the waves of the troubled sea, gliding over its crests, the salty foam splashing the accents on them. 

The old war song transformed into one of longing, desire to return home, to family, to love, to New Zealand.

Grant wept when he heard those words sung in Māori, and felt no shame in crying nor did he try to hide it from his companions.

"The Rangitoto!" a soldier shouted until becoming hoarse, sitting next to many of his mates on the canvas covering one of the lifeboats hanging along the length of the ship.

Unwillingly, that morning the young man was emulating the European emigrants upon their arrival by boat to New York, where the first person to spot the silhouette of the Statue of Liberty through the mist of the Hudson shouted it from the rooftops, unleashing collective hullabaloo.

Slowly, the silhouette of the volcano became visible. First, it was just a thin line drawn over the horizon, but it magically grew to acquire its characteristic and recognizable features. 

Even from a distance, it was an imposing sight to admire, the island framed by clouds of such intense white it hurt the eyes, cut against a deep blue sky.

Contemplating the striking scene was a welcome relief for those men after years of living under the ever gray and misty sky in the European Front and the fiery atmosphere of the Middle East.

Soon hundreds of men joined him, leaning over the side, chanting the name of the mighty dormant volcano, with a mixture of joy, devotion, and fearful respect.

With over forty volcanic craters scattered throughout the city, its truncated cones visible from either end, Auckland was a brave city, which defied the wrath of the underworld and laughed at fate.

"Do not yell so loudly or you will wake him up," Grant said, pointing to the Rangitoto’s immense mass and addressing a group of soldiers who were spontaneously improvising a song about the volcano.

"If it has withstood thousands of years without complaining, a few shouts will not scare it now," one of them replied from afar.

"It's not your shouting, it’s how badly you sing," Grant said, happy to feel again the scent of his homeland.

For Grant, the welcoming volcano, one of Auckland city's faithful guardians, only meant the first stop on a trip that was to end on the South Island, but he could not hold back the tears at finally feeling so close to home.

Many soldiers ended their journey and disembarked in Auckland, but the stop would not be long, so Grant remained on board and continued by boat to Lyttelton, in the South Island.

He had chosen not to warn his wife about his arrival, to avoid giving her false hopes and wanting to surprise her. However, he now harbored doubts about his strategy.

"Lying to a woman is more dangerous than getting out of the trench and running naked toward the German lines," Alistair said, leaning on the ship's railing, staring absently as the bluish smoke his cigarette released quickly vanished and dissolved in the strong gusts of wind that blew overboard.

"I did not lie to her, only I did not tell her precisely when I would arrive. It's not the same," Grant said.

"To her, it will be, believe me. Women are governed by a scale of values that does not match ours, and it gets even worse with marriage," Alistair said.

"Are you married?"

Alistair remained silent, pensive.

"No, but I don’t rule it out. First, I have to find someone who
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