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      July 1942, Solomon Island chain, Guadalcanal

      

      Colonel Araki squatted beside Captain Toryu with his pistol drawn. He looked into the dark jungle, but couldn’t see more than a few feet. The night’s torrential rain had stopped. The rising mist gave the jungle an eerie feel. The foreigner, the gaijin told him the village was there only yards away, but to him it looked like any other miserable part of this miserable jungle.

      Silent as a snake, the gaijin was beside him, his whisper in his ear startling him. The man moves like an apparition. In the mist, the image made him shiver. He suppressed the feeling. “We have the village surrounded, Goro. We are ready for your order to assault.”

      The scowl from Colonel Araki went unnoticed in the darkness, but the tone of his voice gave little doubt to his displeasure. “Do not presume to use the familiar with me, Mr. Welch.” He said the name as if he’d stepped in dog shit.

      He heard the foreigner swallow and caught the slight movement of his head nod. He looked at his watch, straining to see the translucent dials. The watch was a gift from his father upon his commission into the Army. He remembered Thomas Welch being nearby when his father presented the watch to him. Many hundreds of miles and countless hours of hard victorious battles had passed since that summer day in Tokyo. Now he was reunited with this gaijin, whose entire race he’d come to despise. “Tell the men we attack in five minutes.”

      Captain Toryu nodded and passed the word to a waiting Sergeant, who scuttled away in silence.

      The time passed slowly. At the stroke of five minutes the jungle erupted in noise as six Nambu machine guns opened fire. The guns were joined by the sharp cracks of rifles. All along the line Colonel Araki could see the winking of muzzle flashes through the gloom. The tracer rounds had been removed to keep the machine guns’ locations hidden. The flat firing Nambus were stable platforms. The veteran gunners swept their sectors back and forth. The villagers had little chance of survival.

      The thumping of knee mortar rounds arcing through the air and landing in the village accompanied the guns. Colonel Araki wanted to bring the heavier 81mm mortars, but the two-day walk through the thick jungle would slow them down too much. The heavy mortars were left behind and the light 50mm knee mortars brought instead. He could tell they were more than sufficient.

      The attack was over in minutes. The mortars and machine guns stopped as abruptly as they started and his men rose from the jungle like wraiths. Keeping low they advanced into the village, firing at any movement. In minutes, they’d gone through each hut completing their grisly work.

      Colonel Araki stood in the center of the village his pistol ready. He had yet to fire the weapon and was itching for a target. The huts were smoking, some destroyed and on fire. The flames lit up natives sprawled in various death poses. Their flowing blood looked like black tar against their dark skin.

      Welch trotted up to him with a worried look on his face. “Report,” Colonel Araki barked.

      “The attack’s a complete success, Colonel.”

      “Then why do you look troubled?”

      Welch broke eye contact. He had streaks of blood across his face, not his own. “The Captain isn’t among the dead.”

      Colonel Araki gritted his teeth. “You said he would be here, you assured me he would be here.”

      In desperation Welch said, “He must be close, perhaps he slipped out only minutes ago.” He pointed to the dark jungle, “Perhaps a patrol could…”

      Colonel Araki cut him off, “He’s gone, he moves even better than you through this jungle. Finding him will be impossible.” Welch stammered and started to speak. Araki’s hand moved in a blur cuffing his face with a loud smack. Welch yelled out in surprise. “You’ve failed me gaijin.” Welch dropped his eyes to the ground. To continue speaking would bring more pain. Once the man’s mind was made up there was no changing it.

      Colonel Araki raised his pistol. For a moment Welch thought he’d shoot him and he felt his bowels loosen, but instead Colonel Araki found another target for his rage. He strode to the edge of a burning hut. His men surrounded a native woman and her squalling infant. As he approached, the men sprang to attention.

      Colonel Araki addressed a sergeant, “what do we have here, sergeant?”

      The sergeant, a stocky man with bowed legs and hard eyes gave a quick bow. “A survivor, sir. A captive.”

      The woman clutched her crying baby to her bare chest. He noticed the child had much lighter skin than his presumed mother. Colonel Araki scowled, “These heathens are disgusting. This child’s wail is grating on my nerves, sergeant.” The sergeant nodded waiting for an order. “Take the baby from her breast.”

      The sergeant didn’t hesitate as he slung his rifle and ripped the baby from the woman’s arms. She screamed, tears streaming down her bloodied face, pleading. The sergeant held the baby away from his body like holding something foul. Colonel Araki put the barrel of the pistol against the infant’s screaming face. The woman leaped at him, but the soldiers were ready and grabbed her. He pulled the trigger spraying blood and gore onto the sergeant who dropped the lifeless body to the jungle floor.

      The woman dropped to her knees clutching for her baby. Colonel Araki safed his weapon, pulled out a white cloth and wiped blood from his hand and the gun barrel. He holstered the weapon and started to walk away. The sergeant spoke up, “What should we do with her?” he leered.

      The colonel turned, “That’s the men’s reward for a well-coordinated attack, sergeant. Have your fun then dispose of her. Be quick about it.”

      The sergeant smiled showing mangled teeth in the firelight. He gave a quick bow and said, “Hai.”

      The woman looked up from her lifeless son as the soldiers pulled her towards a partially destroyed hut. She saw Thomas Welch approaching the officer who’d just killed her baby boy. She pointed and screamed his name. Welch froze, the color drained from his face as he met the eyes of his accuser. Her hatred was palpable. He strode to the knot of men and in Japanese addressed the sergeant dragging her, “Sergeant.” The soldier scowled at Welch. “Be sure she doesn’t survive.” She struggled to break away, to get at him, scratch out his eyes, but the men pulled her into the dark hut. It was the last time he saw Captain Morrisey’s wife.
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      Three months later, October 1942 off the coast of Guadalcanal

      

      Elements of the 164th Regiment of the Americal Division worked their way down the cargo net ladders to the undulating landing craft. The air was muggy and Private O'Connor thought his Irish ass would melt.

      He wondered how a boy born and raised in the woods of Oregon ended up in this hot corner of the world. The men around him were from the mid-western part of the country, North Dakota mostly. He had no idea how he’d ended up with these cornhuskers, but here he was.

      He looked down at his next step waiting for the man beneath him, Private Dunphy to move his hand. “Come on Dunphy, hurry your ass up.”

      Dunphy scowled at him and kept his methodical pace, not daring to release his hand to give him the finger. One false move and you’d either fall twenty feet to the bottom of the landing craft assuring broken bones or you’d miss and sink to the bottom of the blue Pacific, pulled down by the sixty pounds of gear on your back.

      O'Connor had seen it happen, the young kid from South Dakota’s capital. He couldn’t remember his name. He’d sunk like a rock, struggling to release his pack as he shot to the bottom. Even if he’d managed, he went down so fast the pressure probably killed him before he drowned. The vision was still firmly imprinted in his mind. The look in the young man’s eyes as he disappeared into the blue abyss was haunting. He glanced at the green island a mile off and wondered what other experiences he’d soon be unable to forget.

      The official name was Guadalcanal, but everyone called it ‘the Canal.’ The fighting had been going on since early August. The 1st Marine Division had landed unopposed and pushed inland to seize the newly constructed Henderson airfield. Of course, the Japanese had their own name for it, but to the Marines, it was Henderson.

      Henderson was the key to the whole operation. If the Japanese owned the island they’d use the airfield to launch attacks directly against the shipping lanes around Australia and use the island as a rally point for a full-on invasion. The allies were determined to stem the steady advance of the Imperial Japanese Army and Navy. They sent nineteen thousand Marines to secure the airfield and the island.

      The Marines held off relentless Japanese attacks over the next few months and inflicted heavy casualties, but they took casualties of their own. The jungle was as dangerous as the enemy soldiers, causing mounting casualties from malaria and dengue fever, foot-rot and some diseases the Navy docs had yet to name.

      The entire world had heard of the Marines holding off three times their numbers on the miserable little island. Guadalcanal, a name ninety-nine percent of Americans had never heard before the summer of ‘42, was now a household name.

      The men of the 164th Regiment were no exception. They’d heard all about the hell they were being sent to. They’d been acclimated to the stifling tropical environment on the island of New Caledonia. They’d spent months training in the jungles, learning the sights, smells and sounds of the harsh environment where they’d meet the enemy.

      Now it was October 13th, 1942 and the 164th was offloading troop ships and heading to the beaches at Lunga Point, the same place the Marines had landed three months earlier. No opposition was expected, the Marines had secured the area, but there was the ever-present danger of artillery and marauding Japanese aircraft.

      As O'Connor finally jumped from the ladder to the boat he hoped they’d get a move on. Sitting in these damned boats made him feel like a sitting duck. One well-placed artillery shell and they’d all die instantly, shredded shark meat.

      He lined up behind Dunphy and watched the last man from the rope ladder enter the boat, Sergeant Carver. Carver was his platoon Sergeant. He was a big man, everything about him was big, his hands, his eyes, his jutting jaw. Even his eyebrows were big and bushy.

      Sergeant Carver noticed O'Connor eyeballing him and in his flat Midwestern accent said, “Whaddya lookin’ at Private? Eyes front, pay attention.”

      O'Connor looked away staring at the back of Dunphy’s helmeted head. He clutched his rifle checking the plastic cover. His M1 was his most prized possession. Of course, it wasn’t his, he was only borrowing it from the Army, but he thought it was the finest weapon he’d ever held, even more than his trusted Winchester he shot deer with back home.

      Carver pushed him in the back knocking him into Dunphy who scowled. Carver yelled to the squad, “Keep your fucking heads down, when the gate comes down haul ass and get to cover. I know the Marines have made things all safe and sound for us, but they’re Marines so who knows.”

      O'Connor grinned. Carver’s disdain for his Marine brethren was well known. He detested the way they strutted around like they were something special. He’d been in the Army since his 18th birthday. To him it was the only military branch that made any sense. He did what was asked of him, never complained, always delivered and never asked for special treatment. The Marines were always striving for the limelight, trying to be the golden boys of the armed forces. When there was real work to be done they called in the Army. And now, here it was again, the Army coming to the rescue to finish kicking Tojo off this shithole island.

      The boats’ throaty motor went from idle to full throttle and the brick shaped boat plowed forward. The sea was calm this early in the morning, barely any chop. It was a smooth ride all the way to shore. O'Connor waited for the thumping of artillery, but it never came. When the boat ran up on the beach, he lurched into Dunphy. “Get off me, hick.”

      The front gate slammed open and thumped onto the beach. Sergeant Carver was yelling, “Go, go, go.”

      O'Connor was glad to be moving. He jumped off the gate and felt his feet sink into the sand of the canal. There was no opposition, but they still sprinted to the tree line and took cover. O'Connor laid against the roots of a huge palm tree. He unwrapped his rifle and checked the breech. He looked around at the others doing the same.

      Dunphy was beside him, he stood up and held his rifle against his hip, the barrel pointed to the sky, like he was posing for a Remington commercial. He looked around, “Shit, what are we hiding from? there’s nothing but palm trees and beach.”

      The landing craft backed away and headed back to the transports to bring more of the 164th. O'Connor heard clapping and laughing. He peeked around the palm tree into the shadowed jungle. There were soldiers in raggedy uniforms, no, not soldiers, Marines. They were laughing, clapping and pointing. O'Connor felt his face redden wondering what the hell was so funny.

      “Nice job Army. You saved us all from the big bad Japs.” There were one hundred Marines milling around tents. O'Connor felt like an idiot, he stood and studied the Marines. They didn’t look like the proud men he’d seen a couple of months ago. Most of their uniforms were ragged and torn. Their boots were worn, some with gaping holes. They were thin, like wraiths from a Halloween nightmare. Most were unshaven, some with full beards, the less developed only sporting wisps of uneven growth. They were all dirty, the kind of dirty that would never completely disappear. O'Connor wondered if he’d look like that in a couple of months. He shivered despite the oppressive heat.

      Sergeant Carver stood up, “All right, let’s get to our rally point.” O'Connor trotted with his squad. “Set up over there,” he pointed to a thinned out area one hundred yards west of the Marine camp. He yelled, “Clear out a spot for our gear, it’s coming with the next wave.”

      O'Connor got to work pulling undergrowth from the area. The dirt smelled rotten, like dead decaying animals. He wondered what could possibly make such a foul smell. Dirt was supposed to smell like dirt. He heard Private Crandall yell, “Goddamn, this is shit!”

      O'Connor looked over his shoulder at the Marines who were laughing and pointing and falling over themselves. “Goddammit, were grousing in the Marine’s shit trench.”

      O'Connor and the rest hurried to the waters’ edge, stripped off their soiled tops and tried to wash. Sergeant Carver saw his platoon in the ocean, “What in sam hell you doing? I told you to clear an area for our supplies.” He pointed to where they’d been.

      Dunphy spoke up, not wanting to miss a chance to mess with Sgt. Carver. “You sent us to a shithole…literally. That’s the Marines’ latrine we were digging in, genius.”

      Carver took the ten steps to Dunphy in five strides and pulled up close. They were nose to nose. Dunphy didn’t back down even though Sgt. Carver outweighed him by thirty pounds of muscle. Instead he sneered at him. Carver growled, “You got something else smart to say?”

      Dunphy didn’t, just stared back, not intimidated. Sergeant Carver growled, “Your attitude’s gonna get you hurt, slick.” He looked around to the other men who were watching the confrontation with interest.

      Dunphy came from a rich family, joined to piss off his parents, but never thought he’d actually be put into a normal unit. He didn’t think his parents would allow that to happen, but it did. His parents made sure he went into a regular unit to teach their spoiled son a lesson.

      He may have been a private, but he thought of himself as a general and let everyone know his disdain for their lower class. He also let it be known that he was a champion boxer and could best any man that cared to try. A few had and he’d been true to his boast. He was light on his feet and his jabs were lightning fast and powerful.

      The platoon knew that eventually Carver and Dunphy would come to blows. They were split 50/50 in the betting pool. Carver had the brawn and the street fighting experience, Dunphy had the benefit of professional training.

      Sergeant Carver wanted to take Private Dunphy down a notch, but now wasn’t the time. Now was the time to get squared away. He pointed, “Move further west until you find a less shitty spot and clear it out.” He turned back to Dunphy and yelled, “Now!” Dunphy leaned back, the force of Carver’s voice startling him. He turned and with the others put his wet top on and moved away from the latrine area.

      Sergeant Carver looked to the Marines who were still laughing. He walked to them and was confronted by another Sergeant, his counterpart. Sergeant Carver pointed, “Why’re you shitting in the boonies, why don’t you have proper latrines?”

      The Marine gunnery sergeant smiled showing brown, tobacco stained teeth, “The Japs blew ‘em up couple nights ago. They come by almost every night, drop their bombs and skedaddle.”

      Carver put his hands on his waist, “Well shit.” The gunny nodded, agreeing with his sentiment.

      There was yelling from the beach, “Sergeant Carver.” He turned and saw his commanding officer tromping up the beach from a just beached landing craft. Carver looked at the Marine, “Don’t ask me why he wasn’t in the first wave with his troopers.” The gunny spit out a long stream of black tobacco juice and made himself scarce.

      As Lieutenant Caprielli trudged towards him, Sgt. Carver stiffened, but didn’t salute. Caprielli looked him up and down, “It’s protocol to salute your commanding officer, Sergeant.”

      Carver snapped off a crisp salute, “Sorry, Sir. It’s common for Jap snipers to shoot officers. They figure out who’s who by seeing who gets saluted.”

      Caprielli cringed and pulled Carver’s hand down. He looked around wondering where the shot would come from. He pulled Carver behind an idling jeep and crouched pulling Carver with him. He pointed to the landing crafts beaching and dropping their front gates. “Our supplies are on those boats. Have the men start offloading them to that spot there.” He pointed to the same spot the Marines were using as a latrine.

      Carver said, “I’ve got the men clearing an area out over there,” he pointed, “the spot you’re looking at is a latrine.”

      Caprielli nodded, “Well, okay. the other spot looks fine, but get the men moving, we’re sitting ducks on this beach.”

      Carver stood up, “Yes Sir. Don’t we have tractors or something to help with the offload?”

      Caprielli shook his head, “No, there’s only a couple of jeeps. This beach isn’t big enough to build harbor facilities. The men will just have to grunt it out.”

      “Yessir.” Carver went to tell the men the good news and Lieutenant Caprielli got in his jeep and trundled away along the beach. Carver had no idea where he was going.
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      Hours later the equipment and supplies were moved to the relative safety of the sparse jungle. O'Connor sat on a box of rations and pulled heavily on a cigarette. He had his shirt off, as did the entire company. He was dripping with sweat. The heavy labor had taken its toll. He felt like his limbs were made of concrete and the heavy air made his lungs feel like they were pulling oxygen through taffy.

      He looked around at the others, they looked as haggard as he felt. His red hair was darkened with sweat. Suddenly he heard a loud Siren. The Marines, who were three hundred yards up the beach scrambled and jumped into foxholes disappearing like mice when a hawk’s shadow passes over. O'Connor looked around, knowing the Siren meant air raid, but he had no idea where to go. They’d been so busy offloading supplies they hadn’t had time to dig their own holes.

      He grabbed his rifle, put his helmet on and dove to the only cover he could, the boxes they’d just off-loaded. A minute later the throaty sound of airplane engines starting up added to the Siren. He looked towards the sound and figured it must be Marine fighters from Henderson field scrambling to meet the threat. He hoped they’d get up in time and kick the crap out of whatever was coming.

      As he laid there he noticed the box he was lying next to was labeled ‘20mm ammunition’. He wondered what would happen if a bomb landed nearby. Would it explode the ammo and tear him to shreds? He didn’t want to find out. He grabbed his M1 and took off towards a thick grove of palms. He heard someone yelling for him to take cover. He thought, no shit. He was halfway to the palms when he heard the distinctive sound of incoming. He hadn’t heard the enemy bombers, but he sure heard their whistling ordnance.

      He wasn’t going to make it to the trees, he threw himself to the ground and quick crawled to a small depression. He felt, rather than heard the first bomb impact. His body quivered as the shock wave pulsed through him. It was followed by more bone jarring explosions. He dropped his rifle and pulled the edge of his helmet down tight around his ears. Time seemed to stand still as the bombs thumped and thundered. It was less than a minute, but it felt like an eternity.

      He heard the distant sound of airplane engines leaving the area. He looked in the direction he thought the bombs had hit. He was surprised to see smoke rising far from his position. He’d thought they were right on top of him, but they were three hundred yards away. He’d never been in any real danger. He went up on his elbows and wondered what it would be like when they were landing within yards, or feet, or inches.

      He started to get up, but Sgt. Carver yelled to stay down. The Siren was still wailing. He looked up at the sky, but couldn’t see anything through the palms. Soon the same whistling sound of impending doom. He went flat pulling his helmet down. This time the impacts were closer. His body shimmered and bounced on the fetid ground. He wondered if the dancing dirt beneath him would be the last thing he saw.

      This wave of bombs didn’t last as long, but they’d been close enough to knock palm fronds onto his bare back. He cringed every time thinking a tree would crush him if a bomb didn’t kill him first.

      This time when the bombs stopped the Siren’s wail also stopped. Is it hit or is the raid over? O'Connor decided he’d stay down until given the all clear.

      He heard feet beside him, he turned his head and saw Carver’s size elevens. “It’s over, get your ass off the ground.”

      O'Connor sprang up with his rifle at the ready. He looked at Carver and nodded, “I’m okay.” He said it as if confirming it to himself.

      Sergeant Carver shouldered his rifle and slapped his back hard. “Course you’re okay, they weren’t aiming at you, they’re aiming at Henderson, dumb-ass.”

      Oconnor nodded still shaken up. “We gonna dig in now, Sarge? Feel like my ass is hanging in the wind.”

      “Yeah, it’s time to move up to our positions south of the field.” He pointed with his thumb where the smoke was rising.

      “We’re going closer to the field?” O'Connor looked like he’d eaten something rotten. Sergeant Carver scowled and walked away yelling for his soldiers to gather their shit and form up. O'Connor found his shirt covered with a fine layer of dirt and various unidentifiable bugs. He shook it out and put it on. It felt gritty and hard against his sweaty body. He found his rucksack and swung it onto his shoulders. He formed up with the others in a ragged combat formation and tromped through the shredded forest toward Henderson field.

      The closer they got the more bomb craters they encountered. Some were still smoldering. They came to the edge of the jungle and looked out over the expanse of Henderson. The Japs and then the Marines had done a good job of fleecing the jungle. The field was flat with not a single living plant growing within its borders. It looked like a moonscape, it even had the craters.

      As they skirted around to the south they watched the fighters that had gone off to intercept the bombers coming in to land. They landed two at a time, the powerful F4 Wildcats looked like dangerous predators. They sent up plumes of choking dust and taxied to parking. They stayed spread out, not making themselves easy targets for any uninvited guests.

      O'Connor nudged Dunphy who marched beside him, “Love to get my hands on one of those.”

      Dunphy guffawed, “You wouldn’t get off the ground, you’d kill yourself and anyone nearby. Besides, you have to be an officer to be a pilot.”

      O'Connor shrugged, “Doesn’t look that hard.”

      “You have no idea, there’s more to it than you think.”

      O'Connor looked at him sideways, “You’ve flown before? You’re shitting me. If you were a pilot you’d be in one of those.”

      Dunphy kept his eyes forward. “Forget about it, Red.”

      Dunphy always called him Red, unoriginal, but probably inevitable. O'Connor watched the graceful planes landing and parking. He wasn’t going to let Dunphy ruin his fantasy. He’d only seen a handful of airplanes in his life and none as sexy as the Wildcats.

      They finally got to the southern edge of the airfield. The company was ordered to dig in. They didn’t have to be told twice. The recent bombing and their move closer to its target was incentive enough to get busy. Soon every soldier had dug a deep hole. Some of the men had cut down large palm trees and were using the thick trunks to cover the tops.

      O'Connor was pleased with his hole, but not to be sharing it with Private Dunphy. He looked up at the sturdy cover and wondered if it would be strong enough to withstand a direct hit. After seeing the size of the bomb craters, he had no illusions. He only hoped for relative safety. He’d soon find out if his efforts were enough.
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      Once their positions were consolidated on the southern end of Henderson field with clear fields of fire and zeroed mortar crews there wasn’t much to do. O'Connor was exhausted. He slumped to the bottom of the hole. Beside him Private Dunphy napped fitfully, unable to get comfortable. “This fucking hole’s disgusting. How am I supposed to sleep in here?”

      O'Connor closed his eyes and leaned back. “You can’t complain; you didn’t do shit. If you wanted it comfy you should’ve helped.”

      “Fuck you Red, I helped plenty.” He held up his palms, “Look at my hand, those are blisters.”

      O'Connor laughed, “First time?” Dunphy picked at his hands. “Look I don’t like it any more than you. Were in a hole.” He pointed to the overhead palm logs, “You think those’ll sustain a near miss?”

      “How should I know?” he reached up and pulled on one, it was solid. “Pretty sturdy, doubt it’ll take a direct hit.”

      “I’m gonna try to get some sleep, when’re we up for outpost duty?” When there was no answer, he looked over at Dunphy who shrugged. “You’re worthless, you know that?”

      O'Connor sighed and stood up poking his head through the slot between the palm logs. He looked around and spotted Sgt. Carver talking with Lt. Caprielle. “I’m gonna go find out.”

      Dunphy punched him in the leg, “Don’t make work for us, asshole, they’ll tell us when it’s time. Why you so damned jumpy?”

      O'Connor ignored him and hopped out of the hole. It was evening, the day was winding down, but still hot and humid. It felt better out of the hole, there was a slight breeze. He stopped to relish it. The entire company was gone, hidden in their holes waiting for the next bombardment. O'Connor stretched his back and trotted over to Carver who was walking away from Lieutenant Caprielli. When he saw O'Connor he said, “What you doing out of your hole?”

      “Sorry Sarge, have to take a leak real bad. Can’t hold it.”

      “Well hurry up and get back in your hole.”

      He nodded. As he veered towards a nearby bush he asked, “What’s the guard duty schedule tonight? Am I on?”

      “Nope, the observation post’s already out there…don’t worry you’ll get your turn.”

      “Yes, Sarge.” He took his leak and slithered back into his hole. It was getting dark quick. He was amazed how fast night came in the jungle. He looked towards the jungle. The thick green was now deep black. It looked nothing like his forests back in Oregon. The jungle was thick and daunting, he couldn’t see a path through. He figured there was though, there always was, animal trails probably snaked through everywhere.

      He loved traveling through forests, loved finding their secrets. Every forest was different. He supposed even though this was jungle it was still a forest, still wild country. He stared into it, wishing he knew its secrets. He wished the enemy wasn’t lurking out there hunting him, he’d like to explore this place properly.

      He watched the edge of the jungle not ready for the utter darkness of the foxhole. He could hear Dunphy’s soft breathing. The jungle’s blackness seemed impenetrable, but the longer he focused on it the more features he could pick out. His hole was twenty yards from the edge, he knew the OP was just inside the jungle. He thought how terrifying it must be for that pair. Wonder who drew the short straw?

      The sounds alone were terrifying. They’d been on New Caledonia for a couple of months so they were used to the exotic locale, but this jungle was different, more alive and more deadly. Every sound was an animal, some new secret waiting to be discovered. He knew from the forests back home that animal sounds were a good thing. If the animals were going about their normal routine it meant there was nothing unnatural out there disturbing them, like Japs. Most of his hunting success was because he could move through the forest without disturbing the wildlife. He could sneak up on his unsuspecting prey and the first they knew about it was when the bullet or arrow sliced into them.  Wonder if Japs hunt?

      He kicked where he knew Dunphy was sleeping, “Dunphy, wake up, hey Dunphy.” He kicked him again harder.

      He felt him stiffen coming awake, “What is it? Japs?”

      “Nah, just a question, you think the Japs have any hunters? I mean you think they have any stealthy hunter types that could be sneaking up on us right now?”

      “What the fuck you talking about? You didn’t wake me to ask me that did you? Did you? I finally get to sleep and you wake me with that?”

      O'Connor continued, “I don’t think they do, they live in cities. All they are is a bunch of city slickers…like you.” He grinned, “Bet they’re clumsy as hell, could hear ‘em coming a mile away.”

      Dunphy started to respond, but was cut off by the wailing of the air raid Siren. “Shit, not again.” O'Connor looked towards the airfield, all the lights were out, he pictured the pilots running out to man their fighting machines. He listened for the tell-tale engine noises of the Wildcats or the bombers. Would the fighters launch at night? They wouldn’t take off without lights, would they? Wouldn’t the lights be perfect aiming points for the Japs?

      Five minutes passed, he heard nothing from the airfield, but he did hear the dull, distant rumble of approaching aircraft. Then he saw spotlights erupt from the jungle and slice into the night sky searching for the bombers. The anti-air started flashing from various points around the airfield. The light was chaotic, he could see tiny explosions in the dark night sky. He hoped they’d find their mark so he wouldn’t have to test his hole. He longed to see the flames of a dying Japanese bomber, but nothing. Then he heard the distinct whistle of approaching bombs. He hunkered back into the hole and held his M1 tight to his chest. He adjusted the chin strap of his helmet. Looks like the Japs are throwing us a welcoming party.

      This time the bombs were much closer. The sides of the foxhole flexed and caved in with each terrifying impact. He thought he’d be buried. A flash of panic coursed through his body, Should I get out? Save myself from suffocation? He didn’t bolt, he knew it would be suicide. The ground above him was being shredded. He understood why there weren’t any plants alive around Henderson, the bombs were more effective than a scythe.

      He tried to count the impacts, but lost count after twenty. The bombs seemed to be falling closer and closer together making it impossible to distinguish one from another.

      As suddenly as it started, it stopped. The only sound that of diminishing engine noise. O'Connor wondered if anyone was hit. He got his answer soon enough when he heard screaming coming from his right towards the airfield. The screaming sounded far away, but he realized his ears were ringing and he couldn’t judge distance. The wounded man or his nearby buddies were calling for a medic. He wondered if he knew the man. Was he in his platoon, his company? Would he die? Lose a limb? Be paralyzed? A minute passed and finally the screaming faded to a whimper.

      O'Connor put his head above the foxhole and was amazed to see his world was still intact. How could anything survive after such a thrashing? He could see the silhouettes of the Marine F4 Wildcats in the distance, pushed up against the jungle for protection. The one building in the entire area was still standing. The hut, or ‘the pagoda’ as it came to be called was standing defiant and untouched by the bombing. The airfield had taken a number of direct hits. The Marines were already firing up tractors and men with shovels were dashing around filling the holes with surplus piles of dirt made for the occasion. He had no doubt the airfield would be ready to launch fighters in the morning.

      A soldier was running past. Dunphy, who was up watching too, reached out for him, “Hey, what’s going on? Who got hit?” the soldier kicked off his hand and kept running without answering. “I need to figure out what the hell’s happening?” said Dunphy.

      O'Connor felt a deep fatigue rush over his body. He slumped into the hole and pulled his rifle close. He’d never felt anything like it, he had to sleep now. He shut his eyes, but the flashes of exploding bombs wouldn’t leave his vision. Finally sleep overtook him, but it was fitful, filled with starts and stops.
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      O'Connor woke when he felt Dunphy’s boot in his ribs. He nearly jumped out of his skin; whatever dream he was having playing out in terrifying form. “Get up. Something’s happening.”

      O'Connor sat up and peeked over the edge. Men were shuffling about stretching. He hopped out of the hole and felt his back spasm. He was nineteen, but felt like eighty. He wondered how the older Dunphy felt. Dunphy sprang from the hole without so much as a grunt. He looked around taking in the scene. Men were gathering around a tattered tent. A Sergeant was trotting from hole to hole giving instructions. When he got to them he said, “Eat K-rats and form up at the tent in fifteen minutes for a patrol.”

      O'Connor looked to the jungle. It looked green and almost inviting, completely opposite from the night before. They were finally going out on a combat patrol. He felt his bowels loosen at the thought. He remembered the latrine area from the day before. He trotted toward it, loosening his belt on the way.

      By the time he got back Dunphy had eaten a K-rat and was gearing up. “Hurry up chump, you’re gonna miss the show.”

      “Had to take a shit.”

      Dunphy nodded, grabbed his M1 and watched his foxhole mate open a K-ration. “Enjoy your breakfast, mine was spaghetti, or something resembling it.”

      O'Connor ignored him and slurped a can of peaches. They were a delicacy in the jungle, he hadn’t planned on opening them, but the upcoming patrol was occupying his mind and he hadn’t realized what he was doing until it was done. He couldn’t very well reseal them, once opened they had to be eaten. They tasted amazing. Maybe it would be his last meal; not a bad one.

      They joined the gathering group of soldiers and waited for the briefing. Lieutenant Caprielli was standing at a table and yelled “Ten-hut.” The room snapped to attention as Captain Simmons walked in. He was a short balding man. He looked to be in his early thirties. “At ease, men.” He stood beside the lieutenant and gathered some papers. He looked over the men, “Last night was a typical night on Guadalcanal. The Japs bomb us every day without exception.” He looked around, “That was actually a light night, usually they do it more than once. Sometimes their ships will run by the coast and hit us with naval guns…not ideal.”

      A sergeant raised his hand when he sensed a pause. The Captain pointed at him, “Sir, I thought our navy was handling the Jap navy.”

      The Captain looked at the floor and shook his head, “Not true Sergeant. The situation’s confused. Sometimes the ships we see are ours, sometimes theirs. From what I hear it’s an even fight. The Japs are spread thin though, they’ll run out of ships before we do, but don’t count on support from our squids. In fact, the Japs continue to land more troops on the other side of the island almost nightly. We’re trying to interdict, but it’s a big ocean and we haven’t had much luck so far.” He took a sip of warm water. “We’re not facing worn out troops, we’re facing fresh, seasoned soldiers. We can expect to be hit any day. They know we’re here, they know we’re untested. There’s little doubt they’ll hit the 164th. They think we’re green and weak. We’re gonna prove ‘em wrong.”

      He paced up and down the table. Lieutenant Caprielli had to back out of the way. The Captain pointed to the jungle, “We’re gonna make our presence felt today. The NCOs will brief individual squads, but were sending out patrols. We need to find the enemy line. It’s essential for us to know how close these troops are to mounting an attack.”

      Another sergeant spoke up, “Are we attacking, Sir?”

      “We’re waiting to assess the situation. We just landed yesterday, we need time to figure out how things work here. Get our bearings. We’ll stick it to ‘em soon enough.”

      He grabbed the edge of the table and looked out over the sea of young faces. “The Marines have been fighting on this island since August. It’s our turn. I know you’ll do me, the Army and your families proud. Make no mistake, the enemy is relentless and brutal. Kill them when you find them, have no mercy, give no lenience. They won’t give you any. Good luck and good hunting.”

      With that he left and was replaced by Lieutenant Carprielli. “Break up into your platoons. You’ll be briefed by your sergeants.”

      O'Connor saw Sgt. Carver and went to him. His platoon was milling about making small talk. Carver yelled to get their attention. “I want 1st and 2nd squads, the rest of you back to your holes.”

      O'Connor looked at the men around him. The other members of 2nd squad looked like deer in headlights. Are they ready for battle? He knew they were, they’d been training endlessly for months, now it was the real deal. He was ready, he hoped the others were, his life depended on it.
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      Sergeant Carver gathered both squads. Lieutenant Caprielli spoke, “Men, our first patrol. Our first time being tested.” He looked from man to man, “I’m sure you’re all wondering how you’ll perform out there. You’re well trained. When in doubt fall back on your training. If everyone does their job it’ll go off without a hitch.” He gestured to Sgt. Carver who listened with his burly arms across his chest. “Sergeant, make sure the men are loaded out correctly. We kick off at 1000 hours sharp.” He looked at his watch and walked back towards his tent.

      Carver watched him go. “Okay, just like we practiced back on New Caledonia, this is a light patrol, meaning, don’t bring a lot of shit. One canteen, no food, full complement of ammo, your K-bar, a basic loadout. I want each man carrying at least two grenades. Morgan bring the BAR, the rest of you your rifles. Clear?” There was a smattering of nods and ‘Yes Sarge’. “Clear?” he yelled it this time.

      “Yes, Sergeant,” came the chorus.

      “Meet back here at 0945 looking sharp.”

      The squads broke up heading to the makeshift armory to fill ammo pouches with clips and grenades. As O'Connor filled his bag he thought he’d throw up. He wondered if anyone else was nervous. He looked around at the young faces, none of them seemed scared. Some were even joking around. An M1 clip fell from his hand and landed in the dirt. He bent to pick it up, but Private First-Class Morgan said in his deep voice, “Don’t pack that one unless you plan to unload it and clean each bullet. You don’t want your M1 jamming when you need it most.”

      O'Connor nodded and placed it away from the pile. He didn’t tell him he’d undoubtedly shot more than Morgan. Morgan watched him fumble another one. He put his hand on his shoulder. “Relax Red. Believe me the jitters will go away as soon as we step off into the jungle.”

      O'Connor nodded, “You’ve been in combat?”

      “Nothing like the Marines here, but I was a cop before. Doubt it’s much different.” He smiled, “At least out here you know who the enemy is.” He paused and stopped pulling ammo. “When the shit hits the fan your training takes over. Kinda go into auto-pilot.”

      O'Connor nodded. That’s what everyone always said ‘Remember your training,’ but he didn’t feel his training was all that good. He’d spent his life living in the woods living off the land. His parents never had real jobs, they lived meal to meal, tending gardens and shooting game. His little sister knew more about stealth and staying alive in the wilds than any of these yahoos and she was ten years old. All they showed him in boot camp and subsequent training was how to use different weapons and how to follow orders from someone who’d likely get him killed.

      For the first time he realized he wasn’t nervous about facing the Japs, he was nervous about facing the Japs with a bunch of city slickers. He looked around the group, the only man he thought he could rely on was Sgt. Carver and maybe Pvt. Crandall. Crandall had been a trapeze artist or some such thing and seemed like all the traveling around from town to town had hardened him more than the others. Dunphy was probably a good boxer but he was sure he’d become totally useless when the bullets started flying. He’d never worked a day in his life.

      He finished gathering his kit, looked at his watch and went to the rally point waiting for 0945 to come. The day was sweltering, he’d already soaked through both his undershirt and his blouse top. He had a couple minutes so he laid out his tarp and stripped his M1 Garand. His M1 was the one thing he loved about the Army. He’d shot a lot of rifles, but nothing felt as smooth and comfortable as the M1. He’d qualified expert without even having to try. He caressed each piece inspecting it for any dirt then put it back together marveling at how perfectly everything fit into place.

      At 0945 everyone was standing with their weapons slung. Sergeant Carver stood next to Lt. Caprielli. “The sergeant will put you in battle order. Our orders are to probe and find the enemy line. Once we do, we break contact and get back here. Clear?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Carver boomed, “I want 2nd squad up front with Crandall on point.” O'Connor saw the color drain from Crandall’s face. O'Connor had told Carver back on New Caledonia of his hunting experience, but for some reason he never let him take point. He wasn’t sure he wanted to, but he thought he’d be good at it. Crandall wasn’t bad, but he’d gotten them lost a few times in the thicker jungle.

      O'Connor was placed in the middle of the squad behind Dunphy. He couldn’t seem to get away from him. 1st squad would hang back and cover any hasty retreat. They formed their line and Carver said, “Keep your interval, no bunching up. Keep the man in front of you in sight. If he stops, you stop, speeds up, you speed up. No talking and be sure nothing’s making noise on your uniform. Hopefully, the Japs won’t even know we’ve been there.” O'Connor almost laughed out loud. From his experience these guys were anything but quiet.

      They walked past their foxholes, the barbed wire was pulled back and then they were in the jungle. It was like turning off a light. One moment they were in a bright sunny morning the next they were in a greenish black jungle. The smell changed from dried out dirt to wet loamy decay. The smell permeated O'Connor’s senses.

      The trail they walked was narrow. He wondered if it was a human trail or a game trail, probably both. He watched Dunphy’s back. He was walking upright his gun slung like he was on a Sunday stroll. O'Connor glanced back and could just make out Morgan with the big Browning Automatic Rifle. He saw his teeth flash as he smiled. He turned back around and listened for anything out of the ordinary. The squad consisted of twelve men. They weren’t hunters, they were loud. He couldn’t hear anything but them.

      Suddenly Dunphy crouched down holding up his fist. O'Connor immediately did the same. He looked to either side of the trail. The jungle was so dense there could have been an enemy soldier within spitting distance and he wouldn’t have known it. Following the trail was stupid. It was obvious, the Japs would ambush them any second. Dunphy signaled to get off the trail. He did the same for Morgan and went to his left as Dunphy went right. He pushed into the jungle parting foliage until he’d made himself a small pocket. He was off the trail, but only just. He tried to keep Dunphy in sight, but his green uniform was hard to pick out. He found his silhouette though and listened and watched.

      Two minutes passed before he saw Dunphy come back on the trail. O'Connor noticed he’d brought his rifle off his shoulder, it was a start. They advanced another fifty yards. The trail started to peter out and the jungle opened up a little. Dunphy, who was paying more attention now went left and he directed O'Connor to the right. He, in turn pointed left to Morgan. He felt much better getting off the trail and into a combat spread. The underbrush was thick, but manageable. The jungle was buzzing with clouds of mosquitos. He looked at his hands, he counted 6 of the little blood suckers doing their thing. He ignored them and kept listening and watching. Dunphy off to his left was making a racket swatting them off his exposed skin. O'Connor gritted his teeth, that kind of thing would get him killed. He wondered if he should try to get his attention when he noticed the man in front of Dunphy was crouched with his fist up.

      He immediately stopped and sent the signal back, but Dunphy was oblivious and kept walking until he was next to the soldier. O'Connor thought it was Corporal Hooper. He watched Hooper jump in surprise. Hooper reached out and grabbed Dunphy’s sleeve pulling him down. Dunphy tried to back up to where he should be, but Hooper held him and pointed. O'Connor tried to see what he was pointing at, but the light was too dim, it looked like more green jungle. He readied his rifle wondering if it was the enemy they’d spotted.

      Dunphy looked back looking for O'Connor. O'Connor was crouched behind a tuft of thick grass not moving a muscle. He watched Dunphy trying to find him, getting some satisfaction from his obvious distress. He leaned forward pushing his face through the grass. Dunphy saw him and signaled to take cover. He passed it along and dropped to his stomach, his rifle pressed against his shoulder pointing right.

      Then there was a pop, the sudden sound made him jump. It was difficult to figure what direction it had come from, the jungle seemed to swallow sound. Then another and another. It was coming from the front and it was gunfire. He rolled out from behind the tuft and searched for targets. He could see Dunphy lying flat, crawling to his left away from Hooper.

      He heard Sgt. Carver yell from the front, “Morgan we’re peeling back to you, be ready with the BAR.”

      Morgan yelled one word, “Yes.” He pulled the bipod down and adjusted himself behind the big Browning. O'Connor watched Dunphy try to rise and take off, but Corporal Hooper yelled at him to stay put until the others to his front were by him. They’d practiced this peel, but it was dangerous to run through your comrades when they may be firing at pursuing enemy. There was a good chance for friendly fire casualties. They’d trained not to fire until all friendlies were behind, but if the Japs were hot on their heels they’d have to shoot.

      The firing became more intense. He heard the distinctive blast of the M1 then the ping as the clip emptied. Someone had just fired all 8 rounds in a few seconds. It was answered by a machine gun. Tracers came out of the jungle like angry bees. O'Connor looked for a muzzle flash, but the machine gun must have been firing from cover, probably a bunker. Then he saw Carver, Crandall and McDougal running like Olympic sprinters. Carver dropped into a crouch and emptied another clip the way he’d come.

      He slapped another clip in as he sprinted past Corporal Hooper and Dunphy. “They’re right on our ass, give ‘em grenades.” Hooper unclipped a grenade from his harness, pulled the pin and chucked it as the men sprinted by him, then he was back on his rifle. He was halfway through his clip when the grenade went off. He used the distraction to jump to his feet and start running. He saw Dunphy still on the ground, he ran to him and yelled for him to get up. Dunphy was fumbling with something at his belt. He stood up and O'Connor saw something drop to the ground. Dunphy took off pushing Hooper in front of him, “Grenade” he yelled.

      They got ten feet away when the grenade went off. Hooper yelled and fell, his rifle spinning away. O'Connor was the next in line and he sighted down his rifle waiting for a target. Dunphy was trying to get Corporal Hooper onto his feet. Hooper was clutching his ass, screaming. He put an arm around Dunphy’s shoulder and hobbled back.

      Out of the dark jungle O'Connor saw what he was waiting for. Two men burst out of the bush and were charging with their impossibly long Arisaka rifles with bayonets attached. They were charging, trying to skewer Dunphy and Hooper. They’d catch up to them in seconds, stab them with the long blades, then they’d come for him. He sighted on the nearest man’s chest. He put pressure on the trigger and it bucked in his hand. The thirty-caliber bullet went supersonic and entered the Japanese soldiers’ chest and exited pulling blood and gore with it. The man dropped and didn’t move. The next man didn’t miss a beat, he was almost upon the two men. O'Connor adjusted and shot twice. Both bullets hit within centimeters exploding the man’s chest. He went from full sprint to hitting an invisible wall and flying backwards. He landed on his comrade.

      O'Connor pulled both his grenades, pulled the pins and hurled them one after another. There was movement in the dimness where the Japanese had come from, but he didn’t wait. He got on the other side of Hooper and now they could run.

      O'Connor waited for the bullet that would end his life, but instead he heard his grenades explode then the powerful thumping of Morgan’s BAR. He got beyond Morgan and saw Carver directing them to the rear. “Get him out of here.”

      When they got back to the end of their squad, Lt. Caprielli was moving forward. He saw the wounded man and called up men from 1st squad to take over. O'Connor was glad to be away from him; three men together was too easy a target. He ran back to the line. Morgan’s BAR was still thumping.

      He ran in a crouch until he was behind Morgan. He threw himself to the ground and crawled forward until he had a clear view of the jungle. He saw the crumpled forms of the two men he’d killed. They were a greenish blotch on the jungle floor. He searched for targets, but didn’t see any. Morgan was still hammering away. Sergeant Carver yelled from O'Connor’s right, “Covering fire, Morgan, fall back to the trail.”

      Morgan sprang to his knees and collapsed the attached bipod. He lifted the heavy gun and started running to the rear. O'Connor sighted down his M1 and fired into the darkness until he heard the clip ping. Carver yelled, “Fall back!” O'Connor smoothly loaded a new clip. He stuffed the empty clip into his pocket and took off for the trail. He ran hunched over waiting to get shot. He decided he didn’t like running away. The thought of getting shot in the back terrified him.

      When he got to the narrowing jungle he saw the rest of his squad crouched, guns pointing back the way he’d come. No more shots came from the jungle. Sergeant Carver got them up, “All right let’s get back down the trail.” He looked around, “Where’s first squad?”

      Private Troutman said, “The L-T took ‘em back down the trail couple minutes ago.”

      Carver shook his head, “Okay, looks like were tail end Charlie.” He pointed at O'Connor, “you cover our tail. Keep up.”

      O'Connor nodded and watched the squad filter past him towards the jungle path. They were trotting and soon disappeared onto the narrow trail. O'Connor backed away looking for any enemy. Nothing. He turned and found the trail. He trotted a couple feet then turned and listened and watched. Nothing. He couldn’t hear the squad; they weren’t wasting any time running home. He turned and ran to catch up. The thought of being alone in the jungle scared him.

      After fifty yards he caught sight of the back of a soldier, he couldn’t tell who it was. He stopped and crouched watching the back trail. He felt sure no one was following.

      Minutes later he caught up to both squads. They were crouched waiting for him. Carver saw him and raised his eyebrows. O'Connor shook his head, there was nothing following. Sergeant Carver looked to Lieutenant Caprielli, who nodded. Sergeant Carver called to the line, “1st and 2nd squads coming in with wounded.”

      “We heard you coming a mile away, come on in.” They stepped out of the dark jungle into the bright midday sun. They covered their eyes and squinted. The sun was brilliant after the darkness of the jungle. The rolled barbed wire was put back into place once they were inside.

      Lieutenant Caprielli and Sergeant Carver double timed to the headquarters tent. Corporal Hooper was helped to a jeep, thrown onto the hood and carted back to the medical tent near the beach.

      O'Connor went to his hole and sat on the edge. He took off his helmet and took a long pull from his canteen. He drained it and started on another. It was warm and had a chemical taste, but it was the best water he’d ever tasted.

      Dunphy sat beside him and put his head into his hands. He rubbed his short dark hair. O'Connor put his hand on his shoulder. “Don’t sweat it, could’ve happened to anyone.”

      Dunphy looked at him sideways, “What the hell you talking about?”

      O'Connor stared, “Thought you were feeling bad about wounding Hooper. I was saying it could’ve happened to anyone.”

      “Wounding Hooper? He made me fumble that grenade. The stupid spic could’ve killed us both. Getting his ass blown off was what he deserved.”

      O'Connor played it over in his head. He didn’t remember it that way. “You’re something else, Dunphy.” O'Connor ejected the bullet in his chamber and started stripping his M1.

      Dunphy pointed, “You’re a pretty good shot with that thing. Saw you bag those two nips back there.” He kept stripping and cleaning the rifle. “You learn how to shoot like that in the Army?”

      O'Connor wasn’t interested in talking with Dunphy. The stupid son of a bitch couldn’t even admit when he’d almost gotten someone killed. O'Connor was sure he’d say something he’d regret.

      “Stern silent type now? Shit, last night I couldn’t get you to shut up, now you’re tight lipped.”

      O'Connor stopped cleaning and looked at him, “Why you call Hooper a spic? He’s as white as you or I.”

      Dunphy only smiled and shrugged. “He’s a loser, got hit, he’s a spic.”

      “He got hit because you dropped your own grenade. You wounded him, it was your fault, I saw the whole thing.”

      “Really? You sure about that? Sure about what you saw? Cause that’s not what happened. He hit my arm and I dropped the grenade. I’m surprised I didn’t get hit.” He paused and picked up a colorful furry caterpillar. “I pushed him away, probably saved his life.”

      O'Connor couldn’t argue with him there. He pointed at the critter crawling from one hand to the other. “You know this island has a thousand different poisonous creatures that can kill you?”

      Dunphy kept playing with the caterpillar. “This thing’s not dangerous. Look how pretty it is. It’s harmless.”

      “A lot of times the colorful ones are the most poisonous. Their colors draw their prey in, they want to be found so they can attack.” Dunphy flicked it off his hand. “Mother Nature’s a bitch.”

      Sergeant Carver was making his rounds from hole to hole. When he got to theirs he pointed at Dunphy, “You almost got Hooper killed today.”

      Dunphy started to protest, but Carver grabbed a fistful of shirt and pulled him close, nose to nose, “He told me you dropped your grenade. It’s your shrapnel in his ass.” His voice went an octave lower, “You better watch your shit soldier or someone may drop one near you.” He pushed him away ignoring his reddening face. He looked at O'Connor. “Good shooting today. You did good.” O'Connor couldn’t help beaming, feeling like a school boy getting kudos from the teacher.

      Dunphy stood up and walked away shaking his head. O'Connor thought he heard him mumble, “Spic.”

      Carver watched him go, “Sorry to put you with that prima-dona prick. If he gives you any trouble you’ve got my permission to beat the hell out of him.” O'Connor grinned and Carver continued, “I’m not kidding, whip his ass.” Carver stood up and went to the next hole. He turned back, “Keep your helmet close, this place gets shelled regularly.” O'Connor nodded.
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      The rest of the day was spent fortifying their position. The holes were reinforced with more palms. Soon O’Connor’s hole resembled a bunker, something he hoped would withstand the bombing he knew would be coming. They were dug in on the eastern side of the airstrip and depending on the wind the Marine fighters were either landing or taking off right over them.

      He couldn’t help stopping his work and watching the graceful killing machines coming and going. They called themselves the Cactus Airforce but to O'Connor they were the most beautiful machines he’d ever seen. He didn’t know what their missions were, he assumed fending off Japanese bombers and that was a beautiful thing. He wasn’t looking forward to being on the receiving end of another bombing run.

      Their positions were strengthened with the addition of more thirty caliber water-cooled machine guns. They’d already proved highly effective against Japanese attacks by the Marines and O'Connor felt better about their position with their presence.

      As evening came the company stopped filling sandbags and settled down for chow. They were hot, sweaty and black with dirt and dust. O'Connor lost count how many times he’d drained and filled his canteen. The water was from a nearby spur of the Tenaru river. It was silty and tasted terrible especially with halazone purification pills added, but it was wet and cooler than the thick muggy air. Surviving on this island without fresh water would be a difficult task. Fighting without it, impossible.

      As they were eating their K-rations, swatting flies and smashing mosquitos, the quiet was shattered with the sound of a freight train passing overhead. “Incoming! Take cover, take cover!”

      O'Connor looked around for his helmet, it was lying ten yards away, he lunged for it. He slapped it on and leaped for the foxhole. Dunphy was already inside peeking through the slit at him. In another second he’d be safe inside but before he got there a huge blast hit him from behind and he was lifted and tossed like a rag doll over the bunker. He flailed his arms and landed hard, knocking the wind out of him. He lay on his back stunned, trying to get his breath back. As he stared, the dust cleared momentarily and he saw the blue sky dotted with puffy clouds. He was dying and the world didn’t care.

      Across the sky something streaked, seemingly on fire. He marveled at the speed. He watched it arc then land near an F4 Wildcat, which immediately burst into flames. He shook his head, coming back to the world. He remembered seeing his hole fly by beneath him. He turned onto his stomach and started crawling the way he’d come. He could see the outline of the bunker. It was dim through the dust and smoke. It seemed like a million miles away; he’d never make it.

      He kept crawling. It was worth a try. Another nearby explosion lifted him off the ground then slammed him back down. He felt like a toy being played with by an unruly child. He felt something hot on his leg. He kept crawling, ignoring the burning pain. After an eternity which was actually seconds he found himself at the lip of his bunker. He poked his head through, then his shoulders then he fell to the bottom like a slug.

      “Jesus Christ, you’re on fire.” O’Connor didn’t move. He wondered what the man in the hole with him was saying. The ground shook with another close hit. The man pulled his tunic off and jumped onto O'Connor and started slapping and pounding on him. The man had clearly lost his mind. O'Connor tried to push him off but he was too weak, he felt tired and just wanted to sleep. He wanted this maniac to leave him alone. Blackness finally took over and he dropped into a dark place.
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      When he woke he thought he must be dead. He tried to move. The pain lanced through every fiber of his being. He was definitely not dead. “Welcome back, asshole.”

      He turned his head and saw Dunphy sitting beside him. He was shirtless and so dirty he looked like one of the dark-skinned natives. “Wh-what happened?”

      “Jap Navy paid us a visit. They cruised by the beach and shot their big fucking naval guns at us.” He looked around. “You were on fire, your pants mostly. I got most of it out before it got to your skin, but doc says you may have some second-degree burns. He rubbed some kind of salve on it.” He bowed his head. “Some of the others weren’t so lucky. We lost Wright, Victorino and Spalding. They’re dead.” He paused and stared as if picturing it, “Along with you, eleven other guys were wounded. You’re wounded the least.” He slapped his arm and O'Connor gritted his teeth, “So consider yourself lucky.”

      O'Connor mumbled, “If this is lucky, fuck luck.”

      “If you’d seen what was left of the others you’d understand. Their parts…they, well you couldn’t tell where one person ended and the other started. Mashed up like stew or something.” He pulled his K-bar out and jammed it into the ground, “Fucking Japs.”

      Another soldier slid in next to O'Connor. He had a red cross on his arm. He dropped his rifle and looked at his wounds. “How you doing, Pal? Glad you’re awake; that’s a good sign.” He poked and prodded, “Think you had a concussion too, along with your burns. Both will heal with time. We’re not able to get you to a hospital ship. Not sure you’d be safe anyway; the Jap navy seems to have taken up residence. You just need a day or two, then you’ll be ready for duty. We’ll get you to the rear for a couple days, just waiting for a jeep…okay?” He didn’t wait for an answer, but sprinted off to check on more men.

      O'Connor nodded, “Doc sure has a lot to say.”

      It wasn’t long before a jeep pulled up and Dunphy and the driver were lifting him onto the hood.

      The ride to the rear was short and painful. The driver and a medic lifted him off the hood and helped him to a cot. The other wounded men were far worse off than he was; he felt he didn’t belong there. Men were covered with seeping bandages, most unconscious. His wounds paled in comparison. He was embarrassed. He decided he’d take the first opportunity to rejoin his unit. He was taking the medic’s time away from these men who needed the care more than he did. He decided he’d just take a nap then slip back to his unit.
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      Dunphy was back in his hole. Their patrol had run into the Japanese line far closer than they’d expected; only a couple hundred yards. The thick jungle made the distance seem farther. The Japanese would have as much trouble traveling through as the soldiers, but they’d gotten far closer than expected. Command thought they’d be hit any time. They’d put outposts to the edge of the jungle as an early warning system. Everyone was on edge. With O'Connor at the aid station, Dunphy was alone and as much as he loathed the hayseed, he’d rather have him beside him. The kid could shoot. He dropped those two Japs with three shots.

      He was thinking about his predicament when the first mortars started raining down. At first, he thought it was another artillery strike, but someone yelled “Mortars, take cover.” He hunkered down as the line of explosions worked their way toward his position. It was like an advancing hail storm, coming at him with purpose. He cringed with every impact. He looked up at the logs over his head. Would they stop a direct hit? Would he survive such a thing? He doubted it would end well.

      There were some close impacts, but soon the mortars passed his hole. He heard desperate calls for medics. At least one soldier had been hit. He wondered who. He heard the L-T call to Sgt. Carver to get the OPs in. Dunphy knew what that meant; a Jap attack. He gripped his rifle and took deep breaths. He closed his eyes and tried to control his breathing. He thought about how his boxing coach prepared him for matches. Control the breathing, picture the fight, picture winning the fight, beating the opponent to hamburger. He pictured the soldiers O'Connor had shot, then pictured himself pulling the trigger.

      There was an eerie silence when the mortars stopped dropping. Maybe that was it, maybe it was just more harassment and they wouldn’t attack. The silence was broken as the engines of multiple fighters from the airfield were cranked. They were getting airborne, never a good sign.

      Dunphy peeked over the hole towards the jungle. He saw the last of the OP sprinting back to their original holes. He poked his head higher and called to one, he thought it was Crandall, “Hey, hey Crandall. What’d you see out there?”

      Crandall didn’t look at him but slid into his hole fifteen yards to his right. He popped up, “They’re coming, right on our ass. The whole Jap army.”

      Now their own mortars were firing. The outgoing sounded good. The explosions lit up the jungle. The mortar crews were walking their shots back, giving the Japs their own medicine. Dunphy had his rifle out and scanning. He pulled four grenades off his battle harness and placed them within easy reach. He looked to his right and saw Crandall and Troutman sighting down their M1’s sights.

      The Japs would have to cross fifty yards of open ground before getting to their holes. He hoped it would be enough. The thought of hand to hand combat terrified him. As if on cue he heard Sergeant Carver yell, “Fix bayonets. Hold fire until you hear the machine guns.”

      Dunphy tried to remember where the machine guns were. There were two to his right and three to his left. He was in the middle of the company. He took a deep breath. The mortars were still working the tree line and he thought he could hear screaming. Then there was a whistle and the jungle seemed to come alive. Where there had been nothing now there were green clad soldiers. The shrill whistle kept blowing, carrying on the humid air over the sound of falling mortars.

      Dunphy sighted on a Jap’s chest and was about to squeeze the trigger when he remembered his orders; wait for the machine guns to open up. He didn’t have long to wait. Up and down the line the thirty calibers opened up, their distinctive staccato cadence a welcome sound. He watched Japanese falling all along the line, but for every man down there seemed to be three more. He fired at his man, but the shot went high. The Jap hunkered and kept coming. Dunphy adjusted and fired three more shots; the man went down. He found another target right behind the first and dropped him, a spray of red mist from his chest. Another target, he shot and spun the man around, his shoulder shredded. He found another, but this one went down before he could shoot. The Japs were being decimated by their withering fire, but they were getting closer. He heard pings as men around him burned through their clips. He wondered how many more shots he had and cursed himself for not knowing.

      He fired and missed and his clip pinged. He ejected the clip, grabbed another and slapped it home, just like training. There were targets everywhere. He burned through another clip. He stopped seeing the men he was shooting. He was shooting at uniforms and colors instead. They’d halved the distance. Mortars were still falling amongst them, tearing limbs from bodies, but another couple yards and the mortars would have to stop for fear of hitting their own men. Dunphy went through another clip and slid another home, but before firing again he grabbed a grenade, pulled the pin and hurled it. Before it exploded he had another in hand and threw it. He had his rifle sighted on another soldier when his grenades went off in the middle of a pack of soldiers. They were cut down with hot shrapnel. He could see their red insides exposed as they fell.

      He was in a rhythm. All fear had left him and he was on automatic pilot. Find a target, fire, move to the next. He was in the zone, the place he lived when he boxed, the place where he won.

      All his efforts though were only delaying the inevitable. The Japanese were going to be on top of them. They would get to their holes and it would be hand to hand. He threw his last two grenades and slammed his second to last clip into the M1. The explosions ripped a hole in the advancing line. He noticed Crandall and Troutman scrambling out of their holes to meet the screaming soldiers. Dunphy thought that was a good idea; he’d rather fight them hand to hand in the open. The hole was too constricting, one grenade and he’d be shredded.

      He was about to hop out, but there was a looming soldier only feet away. He was leveling his long Arisaka rifle. Dunphy didn’t aim, but shot from the hip until his clip emptied. He sprang out thinking he’d be shot by the big man, but when he got out he saw him grimacing and shuffling backwards, trying to keep his intestines from spilling onto the ground.

      Another soldier filled his vision; this soldier bent low running at him full speed, his rifle and gleaming bayonet aimed at his guts. He only had time to jump out of the way. The man flashed by him and Dunphy hit him with the butt of his rifle, sending him to the ground. The soldier tried to roll to defend himself, but he was too slow and Dunphy sank his bayonet into his spine. The soldier tensed like a spring. Dunphy pulled back trying to dislodge it, but the bayonet was stuck in the tensed soldier’s bones. He tugged and yanked, but it wouldn’t come loose.

      He saw another Japanese soldier coming for him, an officer. He held a sword over his head with both hands. It shimmered in the late evening sun, dulled by dripping blood. He gave one last pull then released the M1 and confronted the charging officer. His boxing instincts kicked in. He had to get in close on this guy to keep him from using his sword.

      Instead of backing away from the threat, he charged. The Japanese officer brought the sword down hard, but Dunphy was too quick. He got inside the sword’s arc and the officer’s arms came down on his shoulders. The enemy was overextended, off balance. Dunphy was crouched and once the man was exposed he sprang up hard. His steel helmet shot into the officer’s chin and he reeled backwards. He still held the sword so Dunphy pulled his helmet off and charged him. The officer’s eyes went wide; he was reeling and wouldn’t get the sword up in time. Dunphy swung the steel pot, aiming for the side of his head, but instead it slammed into his neck. There was a sickening crunch and the Japanese officer went down. Dunphy pulled his K-bar, the only weapon available and jumped onto him. He led with the knife and he felt it enter his guts. The sensation of sticky warm blood turned his stomach.

      He rolled off the officer and looked around. All along the line there was fighting, mostly hand to hand. He looked for a weapon. He saw a Japanese rifle and picked it up. It felt odd and foreign, but good. To his right Crandall was in the fight of his life. He had two Japanese thrusting and jabbing. He was parrying and dodging, but those weren’t good odds. Dunphy aimed at the nearest man and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. “Dammit,” he looked at the rifle and saw the bolt action. He pulled it back and felt the satisfying sound of a round being chambered. He aimed again as the soldier was thrusting. He fired and he was surprised at the kick. The bullet destroyed the soldier’s head, blowing it apart. He’d been aiming at his chest.

      He chambered another round and was aiming at the next enemy when he sensed movement to the side. He spun the rifle around and fired, hitting the charging soldier in the leg. The impact sent him spinning backwards. He screamed like a wounded animal. There was another right behind him and Dunphy knew he didn’t have enough time to chamber another round. As the soldier thrust, he parried, slapping the enemy’s gun away, but he recovered. This one was light on his feet and well balanced. They circled, the soldier thrust and Dunphy parried, testing each other. Dunphy was used to sparring, used to finding his opponent’s weak points and using them to his advantage.

      He went on the attack. He feinted high and when the soldier went to parry he stepped under and slammed the butt of his rifle into the man’s balls. He felt them crush under the assault. The soldier was stunned, but held onto his weapon and tried to bring it down on Dunphy’s head. He moved to the side reaching for his K-bar. He cursed, realizing he’d left it in the officer’s gut. He spun away and came up on the balls of his feet. The Japanese soldier was slow, his crushed balls slowing him down. Dunphy was about to finish him, but he bumped into the back of another enemy fighting an American. They both jumped in surprise. The distraction was enough to allow the first soldier time to spin around. Now Dunphy was caught between two enemies.

      The second soldier thrust his bayonet into the chest of the G.I. and screamed as he looked into the dying soldier’s eyes. Dunphy had his hands full. He had to kill the first man quick or face two of them. He went to thrust, but his foot slipped on something slick and he fell onto his back. The first soldier loomed over him, his eyes crazy with kill lust and revenge. Dunphy couldn’t move. He tried to roll, but whatever had made him fall wasn’t allowing him to move well. He saw the point of the bayonet coming down fast. He waited for the pain of the impact and the cutting of his vital organs. This was it.

      He shut his eyes, but the pain never happened. He opened his eyes and the crazed soldier was replaced by blue sky. He scrambled off the gore he’d slipped on and stood up looking for the soldier. There was a smoking hulk off to the side. He guessed that was the Jap. He saw Troutman working the bolt of a captured Arisaka, smoke wafting from the barrel.

      He didn’t have time to thank him as the second soldier was on him. He’d dropped his weapon and reached for the first thing he saw, the dropped Samurai sword. It was heavier than it looked, but perfectly balanced. The handle was soaked in blood making the leather slippery. He was no swordsman, but it couldn’t be that much different than boxing. He’d tried fencing as a child, but didn’t like all the formality. He much preferred the raw power of the well-placed punch.

      He held the sword with two hands. The soldier was bigger than most, burly and menacing. His bloodied bayonet was coming straight for him. When the Japanese saw the sword, his eyes turned hard. He recognized his officers’ weapon.

      He took a balanced lunge and Dunphy stepped to the side. He took a short thrust trying for the big man’s shoulder, but missed. The soldier feinted right then went low, Dunphy barely evaded the slice. He took a step back then attacked. He swung in a low arc, the sword clanged against the rifle. Dunphy was sure the sword would break, but its tempered steel took the shot without so much as a scratch. The soldier followed the attack with one of his own, thrusting then slicing upwards to catch his arm. Again Dunphy sprang away on light feet. As he did so he jabbed at the Jap’s hands and cut him. The soldier grit his teeth and used the pain to fuel his attack.

      It came like lightning, but Dunphy expected it. He feinted left, the soldier following then went right and brought the sword down hard. The blade went through the man’s arm like it was cutting through warm butter. The soldier screamed, but held onto the rifle with his other hand. The detached arm and hand still clutching the rifle.

      The wounded soldier kept coming, but the fight was over. He made a clumsy attack that Dunphy easily avoided and brought the samurai sword down on his head. It traveled down his body cleaving it in half to his sternum. He pulled the sword and watched the halves of the man fall to either side.

      He looked up for the next fight, but there were no more. Soldiers littered the ground all around him. He held the sword at the ready, breathing hard, ready to take on whatever they could throw at him, but there was no one left. To his right Troutman still had the Arisaka rifle. He was down in a crouch sighting down the barrel, swinging back and forth searching for targets. The chatter of the machine guns was absent, Dunphy wondered how long they’d been silent, had they been overrun?

      The sounds of wounded men assaulted his senses. He heard desperate pleas for medics and the gurgling sounds of men’s final breaths. He stayed tensed and ready until Crandall walked up to him and put his hand on his shoulder. Dunphy swung around with the sword and almost lopped his head off. He stopped in the nick of time when recognition came to his heightened senses.

      Crandall said, “Christ, it’s over, it’s over. They’re all dead or retreated. Put that damned thing away.” Dunphy stared and realized how close he’d come to killing the man he’d saved only minutes ago. He dropped the sword in the mud and blood and sank to his knees beside it.

      He looked out over the masses of dead. He felt as tired as he’d ever felt. If the Japanese decided to come again at that moment, he was sure he wouldn’t be able to lift a finger to stop them. They’d been on Guadalcanal for less than a week, but it felt like an eternity.
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      O'Connor woke from his black sleep to the sound of thumping mortar rounds exploding. He thought for a moment he was dreaming until he felt the ground shudder slightly beneath his cot.

      His surroundings flooded back to his consciousness and he sat upright forgetting his injuries. He winced and yelled out when he felt the bandages on his legs stretch and pull against his singed skin. He was forced to lie back down.

      He closed his eyes and tried to catch his breath. The mortars were getting louder and soon they were falling so close together there was no distinguishing one explosion from another. He took a deep breath, he had to get up, get back in the fight. His unit was in the shit and he was laid up, useless in this damned infirmary.

      The men around him were also awake listening to the barrage. They looked at one another trying to find solace from their fear. If the Japanese attacked and broke through they’d be just as dead as the men on the line. The Japanese weren’t known for showing mercy even to the wounded.

      O'Connor saw the man to his right trying to sit up. He’d been gut shot. He could tell by the way the medics treated him he wasn’t expected to make it. It wasn’t stopping him from trying to join the fight though. O'Connor was much better off than him, only slightly wounded. He grit his teeth and came to a full sitting position. The move made him cry out involuntarily and he cursed himself for his weakness.

      He sat on the side of the cot and felt dizzy. He held his head and rubbed his temples until the world stopped spinning. When it did the nausea came and he threw up whatever food, mostly bile, that was left in his stomach. He ignored the others and stood up. He swayed and had to sit down to keep from falling over. The jarring caused more pain, but the pain focused his resolve. He used it to stand again and walk. Each step brought more pain and with it more focus. The nausea was gone, replaced by sheer purpose. He went through the medical tent flap and was immediately greeted by a medic. “Whoa, soldier where you think you’re going?”

      O'Connor looked at him with daggers, “Where’s my weapon?” The medic backed up a step, seeing his dark glare. He glanced behind him at a stack of rifles against a fallen palm tree. O'Connor pushed his way by him and grabbed the first rifle. He pulled back the breech; it was loaded with a full eight round clip. He slammed the breech forward with a satisfying click. Beyond the weapons he saw ammo satchels. He slung the first one over his shoulder and started walking towards the sound of falling mortars.

      He took it slow since running was out of the question. He was barely able to walk a straight line, but the louder the explosions got the more sure-footed he became. He’d walked one hundred yards when he tripped on a root and sprawled. He hit hard, knocking the breath out of him. The pain was more than anything he’d ever felt and he thought he might pass out. If the Japanese came they’d bayonet him where he lay, but at least he’d have his rifle. If he was going to die he’d like to have a gun in his hand, not a wad of bandages.

      He felt hands under his arms pulling him up. He came back to reality and got to his feet. He looked at the man who’d helped him; it was Corporal Hooper. He smiled at him, “Hooper. Where’d you come from?”

      He motioned behind them, “I was back at the damned infirmary too. When I saw you limp by I figured you could use some backup. That medic gave me some trouble, but I finally convinced him.” He rubbed his knuckles, they were scratched.

      From the front they heard their own mortars countering the Japanese then the chatter of thirty caliber machine gun fire. They looked at one another, “Sounds like an attack,” said Hooper. They held onto each other as they limped towards the fighting. They couldn’t see the front line yet, but they could see the entire Marine air squadron launching from Henderson field. O'Connor wondered if there were bombers coming or they were simply getting out of harm’s way.

      The gunfire from the front was one solid sound. There was no pause, no single shots, just the constant sound of concentrated fire coming in and going out.

      They were halfway to the front line when stray bullets started smacking trees and whizzing by like angry bees. They started using the downed trees and bomb craters for cover as they went forward. No use getting hit way back here without getting into the fight.

      They got to a large bomb crater at the eastern edge of the runways and poked their heads up. O'Connor was still a bit fuzzy from the pain, but he could see the Japanese were in amongst the company’s slit trenches and foxholes. As he watched soldiers started coming out of their holes and engaging hand to hand. He could see the gleaming steel of bayonets from here. His gut turned, thinking what his comrades were facing. Hand to hand combat was the most terrifying thing he could think of on the battlefield. The thought of having to do it in his condition almost made him sick again.

      A bullet snapped, O'Connor hunkered down, but Hooper thumped him on the shoulder, “See that hole? The one straight in front of us?” O'Connor lifted his head and nodded, “If we can get to that I think we’ll have a good line of sight on these suckers, be able to lend some firepower.”

      O'Connor nodded and launched himself out of the hole. Crouching was too painful so he stayed upright and shuffled as fast as he could to the hole, Hooper right on his tail. They threw themselves into cover. They doubted any Japs would be paying attention to two injured soldiers behind the line, but there were so many stray bullets around they could easily be hit.

      The exertion and their wounds took their breath away. When they were ready they crawled to the top of the crater and peered over the lip. They brought their rifles up. It was a good firing platform. The hole wasn’t deep. It provided cover, but didn’t force them to fight to keep from falling to the bottom. They searched for targets, but found the scene too confused. It was difficult to discern the enemy from friendlies. They couldn’t shoot without possibly hitting one of their own guys.

      Hooper nudged him, “If any bust through, we’ll pop ‘em.” O'Connor nodded and watched the scene over the sights of his M1. Every fiber of his being wanted to jump up and join the fight, but he knew he’d be a liability in his wounded state. He wouldn’t last ten seconds against an uninjured enemy.

      They watched the gruesome battle in frustration without firing a shot. O'Connor watched men die, Americans and Japanese alike. He felt guilty, but deep down he was also relieved not be involved in that hell. Hooper said, “To the right, see those guys, they’ve busted through.” O'Connor swung his rifle and found the targets. Five or six Japanese were past the line of foxholes and slit trenches and were running towards the rear. “Bastards are heading for the hospital, they’ll butcher those guys.”

      O'Connor found his target and tracked him as he ran. They were sixty yards away and running from left to right. He’d have to lead them like a sprinting deer. He pulled the trigger, but his man kept on running, albeit a bit faster. O'Connor adjusted and fired again. This time the man went down. He fired at the next man and brought him down with three shots. Hooper got to the end of his clip, the “ping” seeming to echo. He’d dropped a man too.

      There were three more, but they dropped and found cover searching for the unknown shooters. O'Connor saw a pith helmet pop out of a depression in the ground, probably another bomb crater. He shot but missed, sending the helmet back out of sight. He opened the breech and saw he only had one more shot. He popped out the remaining bullet and loaded another eight-round clip being careful not to catch his thumb in the breech.

      He brought the M1 to his shoulder again and searched where he’d seen the man. “Where are they?” asked Hooper.

      “About seventy yards out.” He pointed, “They’re in some kind of depression, I saw his helmet but missed.”

      Hooper went up on a knee to get a better look. The air beside his ear ripped with a near miss. He dropped down, “Shit, that was close.” He lay on his back and took a deep breath, “They’re maneuvering on us, trying to flank us.” He rolled onto his stomach, “You stay here, I’ll go to the other side of the hole in case they come up that side. If you see something, sing out.”

      O'Connor didn’t like the fact they were being hunted like the wounded animals they were. He thought he saw movement where the helmet had been. He gripped his rifle and waited. Suddenly a Japanese soldier was up and running off to his right. He swung on the man, but by the time he was pulling the trigger he was already in another closer hole. The original spot he’d been looking at was now empty. He’d fallen for the bait and now he had no idea where the other soldiers were.

      “You saw that guy, right?” he asked Hooper.

      “Yeah, but he got cover before I could shoot. You get him?”

      “Nah, too quick, I think he was bait for the other guys to move. I don’t know where they are.”

      “You got any grenades?”

      “Nope, wish I did, but I left the hospital in a hurry.”

      “If those nips get much closer they’ll be able to lob grenades at us. We gotta get the upper hand.”

      O'Connor looked around the hole there wasn’t much to it, but off to his left the ground rose up slightly. He wondered if he’d have a better view from there. “I’m moving over to that mound, see what I can see.” Hooper didn’t answer. O'Connor slipped backwards ignoring the pain of his burnt legs scraping over the dirt. He rolled to his left until he was abreast of the high ground then crawled up until his head was just beneath the horizon. He reached up and pulled a dirt clod down, then another until he’d created a V shaped slot to look through. He slid his rifle through the slot, moving it almost imperceptibly forward.

      When he was in position he pulled himself up to the rifle and looked down the sights. He almost cried out. Two hulking Japanese soldiers were twenty yards away hunched over making their way down a slight depression caused by monsoon rains. They were almost upon them. O'Connor had a perfect shot. He pulled the stock into his shoulder and shot through his eight rounds in seconds. The Japanese didn’t have a chance and never knew what hit them. The thirty caliber bullets tore into the front man and continued through the second man finally stopping in the stinking mud of Guadalcanal.

      O'Connor didn’t have time to celebrate. He felt the thunk of a bullet beside his head. He was sprayed with dirt and rocks. He knew the next shot would kill him, but he couldn’t make himself move. The welcome sound of Hoopers’ rifle sang out. Then Hooper yelled, “I got him, I got that Jap son-of-a-bitch.”

      O'Connor rolled to the bottom of the hole and tried to control his breathing. It was coming in short spurts, he was hyperventilating. The near miss had shaken him. If he hadn’t changed positions they would’ve killed them with grenades or just come over the top and riddled them with bullets. He closed his eyes and got control of himself.

      Hooper hobbled over and went up to the lip O'Connor had just abandoned. “Holy shit, you laid those suckers out.” He got onto his knees, “Looks like the battle’s over.” He gave a low whistle while shaking his head. “Looks like a scene out of Dante or something.” He dropped his rifle to the ground, “Bodies everywhere. We better go help.”

      O'Connor didn’t hear his last words as he’d passed out. His body and mind had done what were asked, but now the stress and his injuries took control and he slipped into a black dreamless sleep.
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      O'Connor regained consciousness back at the aid station. His head felt like it was being crushed between two vises. He stared at the green tent ceiling illuminated by low light. It was dark out. He heard movement beside him, someone was sitting next to him. He tried to look, but even the slight movement made him cringe. “Who’s there?”

      A face came into view, looming over him. “Hey, it’s me, your foxhole mate.”

      O'Connor was surprised. He wouldn’t have believed Dunphy could survive the attack. “What are you doing here? Where am I? What’s happening?”

      “You’ve been out for a couple hours I guess. Hooper brought you back here then found the platoon. That’s how I knew where you were. You’re back at the aid station.”

      O'Connor closed his eyes. “Are you wounded?”

      “Nah, not really, couple scratches. After the attack they pulled our platoon off the line. Guess they thought we needed some rest.” He gestured behind him, but in the low light it was lost on O'Connor, “We’re camped over there, near where we landed.”

      “What you doing here?”

      “Like I said, I was in the area. Thought I’d check on you. Something wrong with a guy checking on his squad-mate?”

      O'Connor forced his head to look over, “No, guess not. Just didn’t figure you’d be the one to do it.”

      Dunphy stood up and slung his rifle. He picked up his helmet and put it on. “Yeah well, I wasn’t doing anything else.”

      As he walked out O'Connor said, “Hey, Dunphy.” He stopped and looked back, “Thanks for stopping by.” Dunphy nodded and walked back to his bivouac area.
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        * * *

      

      The Japanese Air Force bombed the airfield again that night, but the sound and rumble seemed distant and far away, almost harmless. O'Connor opened his eyes at first light, feeling like he’d slept for days. He felt good for the first time in a long while. He figured he got eight or nine hours of sleep, which didn’t seem like nearly enough, but his body felt good.

      A medic was working on the man beside him. He got his attention. “Hey, when am I getting out of here?”

      The medic startled and looked at him, “Damn, you’re finally awake. Never seen anyone able to sleep through so much noise. Thought something was wrong with you. Thought maybe you’d gone into a coma or something.”

      O'Connor sat up on his elbows, “What’re you talking about? I just fell asleep a couple hours ago.”

      The medic grinned and shook his head. He came over and lifted the blanket to look at his burns. “You’ve been asleep for two days. The battle was three days ago. You’ve slept through four air raids and one naval bombardment. Pretty damned impressive.”

      O'Connor shook his head, “What? I’ve gotta get outta here. Where’s my unit? I’ve gotta rejoin my unit.”

      “Well your wounds aren’t healed, but between you sleeping and the burn salve, it’s looking pretty good. You can stay another couple days, but if you wanted to go now I’ll bet the doc will approve.”

      O'Connor whipped the sheets off and swung to a sitting position. When his feet hit the floor, he felt dizzy. He put his head in his hands and waited for the world to stop spinning. “Take it easy. Your body took a hit, so take it slow or you’ll end up back here in a hurry.” He went to the foot of the cot and handed him his pants. “That stunt you pulled, you know during the attack? Pretty stupid.” He pointed to another medic making rounds down the other aisle, “Gerry said you and that corporal, the one gave me this,” he pointed to the remnants of a black eye, “Killed some nips coming straight for the aid station. Said you two probably saved our bacon.”

      O'Connor remembered the skirmish. It seemed like a long time ago. He pictured the two charging Japs lined up in his sights, the way they looked when his bullets tore into them. They’d been flung back like rag dolls.

      When he felt better he pulled his pants on, careful not to scrape along the bandages. The medic said, “Doc hasn’t given you the okay to leave. You may be jumping the gun.”

      O'Connor continued to dress, pulling on his dirty t-shirt. “Not waiting for the okay, just gonna walk out of here. I’m fine.”

      “You can’t go against a direct order; you’ll spend the war in Leavenworth.”

      “Then you better get the doc in here to release me before I up and leave.”

      The tent flap opened and a man dressed in a filthy white apron walked in. He was drying his hand on a towel. He was tall and wore Captain’s bars on his shoulders. He stopped at the entrance letting his eyes adjust to the dimness. The medic looked up, “You’re in luck, that’s him. That’s Captain Wolski, he’s a surgeon. He can release you.”

      O'Connor got to his feet. He felt unsteady, but he willed himself to attention, determined to show the captain he was good to go. The medic raised a hand and got his attention. He waved him over. As he approached O'Connor snapped to attention and gave him a crisp salute.

      Captain Wolski gave him a lazy salute back, “At ease soldier.” He looked him up and down, “Going somewhere?”

      “Yes Sir, back to my unit, Sir.”

      Wolski nodded and looked at the medic who shrugged. “Have a seat soldier.” O'Connor sat, wincing as the skin around his burns tightened. “You can stand a few more days here, Son. Your body’s still healing. Another day or two would do wonders for you.”

      O'Connor replied, “With all due respect Sir, I’d like to get back to my unit. I feel fine, I’m ready for duty.”

      Wolski put up his hands in surrender, “Alright, alright, it’s against my better judgment, but I’ll allow it only because you probably saved our asses the other day.”

      O'Connor went to stand, but the Captain pushed him back down. “Now listen, that wound could get infected in this jungle environment. You need to keep it clean and change the bandage at least once a day. This is important. I don’t want to see you back here in a week with a septic leg I need to amputate. Fact is, I was going to release you today anyway. the Division’s short men and the outcome of this misadventure’s still uncertain.”

      O'Connor stood up and this time Captain Wolski let him. O'Connor saluted and Wolski gave him a crisp salute back. “Good luck, son and good hunting.”
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        * * *

      

      O'Connor walked with a slight limp, but with each step he felt better. He guessed it was loosening up. The day was bright and sweltering hot. Sweat was pouring off him. The aid station had been hot, but the direct sun pounding on his green uniform made him feel like an ant under his ten-year-old sister’s magnifying glass.

      He flagged a passing jeep and asked where Baker Company was bivouacked. The driver told him to hop in; he was going there now. He threw his pack in the back and took the empty front seat, his rifle propped between his knees.

      The jeep driver looked him over, “You been at the aid station?”

      “How’d you know?”

      He shrugged, “I don’t know you’ve got that antiseptic smell I guess.”

      “Sorry ‘bout that. I’ve been out of it a few days. What’s the situation?”

      He steered around a large mud hole, the Willie’s jeep bounced over ruts sending shots of pain throughout O'Connors’ body. The driver said, “Shitty. We stopped the Japs from overrunning Henderson, but now they’re giving the 1st Marines hell again. They’ve been probing the last day or two. The brass thinks they’re trying to run their tanks up the coast road straight to the airfield. We’re planning something, maybe our own assault.”

      “With the Marines?”

      He shook his head, “Scuttlebutt says they’re too tired for an assault. It’ll probably be us, the 164th.”

      O'Connor pondered that. Would his injury make it hard for him to move through the jungle? He thought he’d be fine sitting in a foxhole, but how would his wound feel if he was forced to walk and run on it? He guessed he’d find out soon enough.

      The jeep braked to a halt and the driver pointed, “There’s the CP, they’ll know where you belong.”

      O'Connor waved and approached the tent. He stuck his head in and a sergeant sitting behind a card table looked up at him, “What can I do for you?”

      O'Connor thought he recognized him, but couldn’t place his name. “Private O'Connor, reporting for duty. I’m in 2nd squad, Baker Company.”

      The sergeant looked at him closer, “You the guy who took out those Japs heading for the aid station?”

      O'Connor looked down, “I wasn’t alone and why does everybody keep bringing it up?”

      “Yeah, Corporal Hooper was with you.” He looked sideways at him, “You mean you don’t know?” O'Connor only stared. “Those Japs were carrying satchel charges. The big sergeant had a diagram of the entire area and a big red X marked over the aid station. Those savages were gonna blow it up sure as shit, but you and Hooper stopped ‘em.”

      O'Connor felt embarrassed with the praise. The sergeant continued, “The LT’s not here, but I’m sure he’ll want you back with your squad.” He pointed, “2nds over there somewhere, maybe two hundred yards.” He grinned, “Just listen for Sergeant Carver’s voice, he’s always chewing someone out.”

      “Thanks, Sarge.” O'Connor walked down the line of tents searching for his squad-mates. He recognized Private Troutman sitting outside drying his socks over a pathetic fire. “Hey, there you guys are.”

      Troutman looked up from his chore, “Well shit. Look who it is.” He leaned into the tent, “Red’s returned from the dead.”

      O'Connor punched Troutman’s arm as he entered the tent. The smell of rotting feet and sour bodies struck him. He’d only been gone a couple days, but they looked like different men. Someone grabbed him around the neck as he entered and gave him a noogie. “Welcome back, asshole.” It was Private Crandall, but he had a set of stripes on his arm, Corporal Crandall.

      O'Connor shucked him off, “Whoa, corporal huh? You must’ve blown the right guy.” Crandall punched him in the arm. “You guys miss me?”

      He went over and slung his gear onto an empty cot. “You guys are living in high style. Cots?”

      The man in the cot next to him pulled the sheet from his face, “They figured we needed a break after the other day.”

      The mood sobered as each man remembered the Japanese attack. O'Connor sat down and looked at the man. It was Dunphy. He looked like he’d lost weight and his skin was pale. He lit a cigarette and took a long pull. He blew smoke towards O'Connor. O'Connor nodded through the blue haze, “Yeah, I heard.”

      As dusk was descending there was another air raid siren. They rolled off their cots, grabbed their rifles and trotted to the slit trenches behind the tent line. The Japanese bombers normally attacked the airfield, but you never knew if they’d switch things up and go after the beach.

      O'Connor was next to Dunphy as the bombs dropped around Henderson. Dunphy lit a cigarette and offered O'Connor a puff. He took a long drag and blew it out. O'Connor stood up and put his head on the side of the hole. “The attack the other day…heard it was bad.”

      Dunphy didn’t respond at first. O'Connor let the time pass, he’d talk if he wanted to. O'Connor sat next to him. Dunphy blew smoke out his nose and nodded. “Yeah, bad as it gets I guess.” He kept smoking. It was all he was going to get out of him.
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        * * *

      

      Their sleep was interrupted one more time during the night by an artillery barrage, but it wasn’t meant for them. At first light Sgt. Carver stormed into the tent and in his booming voice yelled for them to form up in ten minutes.

      They stood at parade rest with the rest of the company as Captain Blade addressed them. “Men, the 164th is moving up the line to support the 1st Marines. We’re expecting the Japs to try another thrust from the east. We’re expecting them to run infantry supported by tanks up the coast road. That’s good tank country and we’re sure they still have em. The 1st Marines need assistance on their right flank and were going to provide it.” He let that sink in. “The rest of the day will be spent moving and digging in. Your sergeants will fill you in on the specifics.” He paced, “The Japs tested us and we rose and beat them back decisively, but they’ve still got a lot of fight left in ‘em. Have no doubt we’ll be in for more of the same. You men performed marvelously and I’ll expect the same in the coming weeks and months.” He put his hands on his hips and squared up, “That is all.”

      O’Connor leaned towards Dunphy and whispered, “What happened to the other Captain?”

      Out of the side of his mouth Dunphy said, “Japs skewered him in his foxhole.”

      The sergeants dismissed them and they melted back to their tents to collect their gear. As they were packing, Private First-Class Morgan said, “What’s with that guy? Is that really his name? I mean Captain Blade sounds like some comic book hero or something.”

      Corporal Hooper spoke up, “I don’t care if his name’s Captain Marvelous. He’s a good officer, cares about us. Can’t say the same about the LT.”

      Dunphy laughed, “Don’t get me started on that guy. Heard he never ventured from his hole during the attack, just cowered.”

      They collected their gear and went back to the main supply area to meet up with their transports. As they were standing beside the truck waiting to load, a man in white knee-high socks, clean khaki shorts and shirt and a floppy jungle hat walked past holding his head high. The men watched him, staring like he was something from another planet. Private Mcdougal in his flat Midwestern tone said, “Who in the hell is that?”
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      Thomas Welch walked past the green clad soldiers with his chin held high. He’d show them how a proper Englishman carried himself even out here. He’d kept a clean set of clothes buried deep in his pack just for this day; the day he came out of the bush and presented himself to the Americans.

      He sauntered up to a man with sergeant stripes and asked him in his heavily accented British, “Hallo, could you direct me to your commanding officer?”

      The sergeant unslung his Thompson submachine gun and squinted at him. He looked him up and down twice, “Who the hell are you?”

      Keeping his arms close to his sides he gritted his teeth, “That’s none of your business. I’d like to speak with your commanding officer. I have information he’ll want to discuss.”

      Not to be intimidated, Sgt. Carver growled, “If I’m taking you to the brass it sure as hell is my business.” He took a wide stance blocking his way.

      He harrumphed, “Very well, my name is Thomas Endicott Welch the Third. I’m a member of the British government, who happen to be your allies and I’ve urgent news for your commanding officers.”

      “Wait here. You guys keep your eyes on him, don’t let him leave and don’t hurt him.” He spun and walked off towards the end of the truck line.

      As the minutes passed the men of the 2nd squad surrounded Thomas Welch and grinned. They stared at him like he was a prize cow at auction. The sight of someone not covered in grime was awe inspiring. O'Connor was the first to speak, “How could you come out of the jungle looking so clean?”

      Before he could reply, Sgt. Carver came trotting back and put his grimy hand on his clean shirt. “Come with me. Captain Blade and Lieutenant Caprielli will see you now.”

      Thomas took a look around at the men and gave a curt nod, “Very good. Lead on Sergeant.”

      Captain Blade and Lieutenant Caprielli were seated behind a makeshift desk made from oil barrels and a large plank of splintered wood.

      When Thomas Welch entered he gave a smart British style salute, palm facing them. The two officers looked at one another then returned his salute. “Are you military or are you saluting out of courtesy,” he hesitated, “Mr. Welch is it?”

      He dropped his salute, “Ah well, let me explain. When all this nastiness started,” he gestured at the jungle, “my higher-ups decided it would be a good idea to give us military rank in case the Japanese captured us. Guadalcanal is a British territory and as such has British rules. I am a part of the provincial governing body that oversees this territory.”

      Captain Blade nodded, “I thought all the civilians left, thought only natives were still here.”

      Thomas Welch nodded, “Yes, most did. The plantation owners left months before hostilities started, leaving many locals out of work in the process. Made for difficult governing, but back to the point. We were instructed to stay on the island and do whatever we could to foil the Jap’s efforts.”

      “You mean you’re partisans? You’ve been fighting the Japs?”

      He shook his head, “Not the way you imagine. They’re much too well equipped; they’d annihilate us in a matter of days. Our armaments are few and our ammunition scarce. That’s not to say we’re not armed, we are, but we don’t have enough men or guns to take on the Japanese army in a head on fight.” He smiled, “We’ll leave that to you blokes. We’ve been fighting them by reporting their whereabouts and movements. We have radios we use to communicate with Australian forces. Much of the information you have about Guadalcanal no doubt was derived from our reports.” He looked at them hopefully.

      Captain Blade nodded, “Yes, we were briefed about you guys before the invasion, told to keep an eye out for you. I’d forgotten all about it. The Marines have been here since August. Why didn’t you come forward earlier?”

      “This is the first time we felt we could make it through the lines undetected. Besides, being behind the enemy gives us some advantages as far as watching the Japs.”

      Blade nodded and looked at the ground trying to remember something, “What do they call you? Watchers?”

      “Coast-Watchers, yes. We’re referred to as Coast-Watchers.” He smiled, “Seems a silly name, like we’re bird watching or something. Fact is, we’re in danger nearly every second of the day. We’re either dodging Japs or your incoming artillery and aircraft.”

      Captain Blade nodded, “Well, yes, sorry ‘bout that, but there’s a war going on. The sergeant said you had some important information for us?”

      “Yes, quite. Can we confer with your commanding generals so I don’t have to repeat myself?”

      Blade smiled, “We’re kind of in the middle of a major move, not sure now’s a good time.”

      Welch grit his teeth, “I can assure you your generals will want to hear what I have to say before you make your move. It can shorten the battle by months.”

      Blade looked at Caprielli then back at the smiling Englishman. “Okay, I’ll see what I can do for you, but if you’re jerking me around there’ll be hell to pay.”

      “I’m sure they’ll find it worth their time.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later Thomas Welch sat on a fallen palm log and faced General Thornton and Colonel Sinclair. Because of the urgency and the short notice, they too sat on fallen logs and stumps like a Boy Scout troop around a campfire. General Thornton spoke first, his rough, low voice the reason for his nickname, ‘Thorny.’ “We hear you have some vital information for us?”

      Welch expected some polite chitchat, but these impetuous American’s liked to get straight to the point. “Yes, well as you know, I’m a part of the coast-watchers here on Guadalcanal. Until recently we’ve been feeding reports to Australia who I hope has been relaying them to you.” He paused hoping for some confirmation. When no one spoke, he continued. “Our radios are old and the wet jungle climate wreaks havoc on them. My own stopped working two weeks ago, the last working unit stopped working only two days ago. As luck would have it, the timing couldn’t have been worse. My area of responsibility was the southern region of the island. I had to retreat far into the bush, as we all have, to avoid capture. We were effectively corralled to the center of the island. With you Americans here, they stopped actively looking for us and we ended up within a square mile area. Since we were so close we decided to team up. We’ve been essentially one unit since mid-September.”

      Colonel Sinclair smiled and interrupted. “Get to the point, son. We’ve got an attack to lead.”

      Welch reddened, but continued, “Yes, quite. Well, we noticed something about the way the main Japanese force has set themselves up and we think they’ve put themselves in a pickle without knowing it.” He picked up a stick and started drawing in the sand.

      Colonel Sinclair looked at the general who nodded. Welch continued, “We’re sitting here,” he poked the stick and made a hole in the sand, “my blokes are here,” another hole with a perimeter around it, “And your forces are here, generally.” He looked up to see if they were following. “The Japs used to be here to the west, but now they’ve shifted a large part of their force here. Basically, they’ve leapfrogged their lines further southwest.” The American officers were looking with interest now. “So, as you can see they’ve placed themselves right in front of our band of guerrillas.”

      Thorny leaned in, “Are you suggesting you have a force that can attack them from the rear?”

      He shook his head, “we’re not strong enough to cause them much damage, they’d sweep us aside in a jiffy. But right here,” he plunged his stick into the sand in front of the hole representing his men and drew a long line behind the Japanese force, “Is a peculiar land structure. It looks like normal jungle from the air and you wouldn’t know anything was peculiar about it until you tried to pass through. It looks a bit thicker than the jungle around it, but that’s because it’s hiding a deep canyon. The vines and grasses have grown together and connected the steep canyon walls. It looks like you’re walking on normal ground until you find yourself sinking through the vines. It’s impassable, the natives use ladders they’ve hacked from the jungle to cross it, but without them it’s impossible, particularly if being pursued by a strong enemy force.” He grinned, “We can sit on the other side and snipe them as they get stuck. They’ll be ducks on a pond.”

      Colonel Sinclair looked up from the sand drawing, “What kind of weapons do your men have and how many are you?”

      “We’ve got our rifles from before, Enfields, one Lewis machine gun left over from the first war and we’ve managed to sneak a few rifles and ammo from the Japs. Our boys love getting the best of the Japs. As far as numbers, we’re relatively small, one hundred fifty trained men.”

      “Natives?”

      He nodded, “Yes, but many were local police before the Japs arrived and have weapons training. The others are eager and quick to learn and are excellent in the jungle. Not up to your Marine standards, but stout fighters when the chips are down.”

      Thorny looked at Sinclair then back to Welch, “We’re Army. The Marines are up that way a bit.”

      “Ah, yes. Beg your pardon.” He spun his hat in his hands. “So, what do you think? Will you consider my plan?”

      Thorny cleared his throat, “Sounds interesting, but I can’t base an entire attack on some crazy land feature that may or may not be there.”

      Welch spluttered, “I can assure you on my honor it is there. I’ve seen it with my own eyes, tried to walk across it even. Before the war. It’s a perfect trap and the best part is they don’t know it’s there.”

      “Yeah, well neither do we. With all due respect, I don’t know you. I’ve got a call into my intelligence people and they’re checking on your story.” He held up his hands when Welch started to protest, “Now hold it, it’s standard procedure. It won’t take long, but until I get confirmation on you, I can’t let you wander around my lines.”

      “You actually believe I’m working for the Japs? Have you lost your mind? I’m British, obviously. I’m an ally.”

      “That’ll be all, Mr. Welch.” They stood up and Thorny gestured behind him to a waiting soldier. “Sergeant Frank will escort you to your temporary accommodations.”

      Welch looked behind at the smiling soldier. He looked like he’d been cut from granite, “Right this way, Sir.”

      Welch looked back to the officers, “This is daft. We’re wasting time. If you attacked you could cut the Jap force in half. You’d have them on the run.”

      Thorny nodded, “Oh we’re attacking, but we’re attacking our way based on solid intelligence.”

      Welch raised his voice, “Intelligence you got from your higher-ups who no doubt got it from our radio reports.” The General raised his eyes to Sergeant Frank, who nodded and put a large hand on Welch’s shoulder. He guided him from the area and directed him to a nearby tent. Sergeant Frank nudged him in and stood guard outside, his weapon slung over his shoulder.

      Colonel Sinclair stood next to Thorny, only coming to his shoulder, “Interesting fellow. What do you think of his plan?”

      “Probably has some merit, but it’s thin. Have some of our intelligence guys talk with him. I want to know more about his men. Might be nice to have some local talent guiding us through this god-awful place. Thinking it may be a good idea to send a small squad out to make contact. Organize them into a fighting force we could use.”

      Sinclair nodded, “I’ll get on it, take them some weapons and ammo. Keep the Japs on their toes.”

      Thorny nodded, “Yes, having an active guerrilla squad behind them would definitely keep ‘em on their toes. We’d need a unit that could be on their own for a while. Good jungle fighters. Any come to mind?”

      He thought about it a moment then nodded, “Yes, Sir. A platoon in Baker Company, Captain Blade’s company. They were hit the hardest during the Henderson attack the other night, yet they had the fewest casualties. Real hard fighters I was told. They’d be up to the task.”

      “Good, but you can’t send a whole platoon, needs to be smaller to slip through the Jap lines. Send a squad.”
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      Thomas Welch sat on the bunk and watched the sweat dripping from his nose pool onto the dirt floor. It was a balmy day and with the tent flaps closed there was no air-flow. Hours passed and he could hear the constant din of an army in motion. There were countless trucks hauling equipment and men. He even heard a few Stuart tanks clanking by. The officers weren’t pulling his leg, there was a big operation in process. He told himself that was why his plan had been snubbed. Once something’s set in motion it’s almost impossible to stop. He should have come a day or two earlier.

      He heard talking from outside the flap and then it was flung aside allowing the bright afternoon sun to stream through. Two men came in and the second one rolled up the flap and tied it in the open position. “Hot as hell in here. Mind if I keep this open?”

      Welch didn’t respond only stared, then said. “You here to interrogate me?”

      The first man spoke, “I’m Lieutenant Smote and this is 1st Lieutenant Tormac. We’re with intelligence G2, but we’re not here to interrogate you. That sounds bad. We’re here to ask you questions about you and your men. That alright with you?”

      Welch smiled not seeing the distinction, “Whatever you Yanks call it. Get on with it.”

      Smote sat on the bunk across from him and looked at a clipboard he held on his lap. “We confirmed your identity. Thomas Welch the third. Born in London on August 10th, 1917 to Madelaine and Geoffery Welch. Joined the foreign service after attending college. You were originally sent to Tulagi, but just before the Japs started this, you were sent here to be an assistant to a Captain Morrisey. You were here two years before the Japs invaded. You report to Captain Morrisey.” He looked at Welch with stony blue eyes, “That sound right to you?” He nodded. Smote continued. “Now that we know who we’re dealing with…welcome to the 164th.”

      Welch took a long pull from his canteen. He’d been conserving the luke warm water wondering if he was a prisoner or not. Now that he knew he wasn’t he quenched his thirst. “Can’t say I feel welcome, Lieutenant.”

      Smote handed the clipboard to Tormac who held his pencil poised, ready to take notes. “Did Captain Morrisey send you to us? Was the attack plan his idea?”

      Welch smiled, how to play this? “Morrisey knew I was coming here, but he didn’t think you Yanks would go for the plan…guess he was right.”

      “Do you think Morrisey would welcome our help in the form of guns, ammunition and men?”

      Welch flared, “I know we would. Look, I’m the man standing before you, I’m the man that risked his life coming through the Jap lines.”

      “Okay,” Smote paced, “Would you be willing to risk your life again and take a squad of our men through to your camp?”

      Welch brightened, “Yes, yes of course.” He looked Smote in the eye, “For what purpose?”

      Tormac’s hand was writing in a blur, but stopped with the question. Smote answered, “To link our men to yours. To help you out, to re-supply and set you up to become an effective fighting force. We’d also want some of your natives to join our main lines, they’d be invaluable guides. Could save countless lives with their knowledge of the island.”

      Welch smiled, “When do we leave?”
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        * * *

      

      There was two hours of daylight left when Lieutenant Caprielli gave Sgt. Carver the news. Carver stared as he listened to the details. When he told him everything he knew, Carver nodded, what kind of cluster-fuck is this? “Okay. We better get our shit together if we’re leaving at dark. I’ll have Corporal Hooper get the men packed, they’ll bitch about the extra weight, but sounds like we’ll be gone for a while. You’ll be down a squad, they gonna reinforce you?”

      “They’re rolling 1st squad and the rest of 2nd squad into 2nd platoon. I’ll be leading this expedition.” Sergeant Carver looked at the Lieutenant with a flash of anger before he gained control. “They’re taking your platoon?”

      Caprielli shrugged, “I’ll get it back when we return.” Carver nodded, but in his head, he groaned. Going into the jungle with only twelve men was bad enough, but being led by the Lieutenant made the situation ten times worse. How would he keep the men alive if he had to watch every move Caprielli made? He hid his feelings. “I’ll get started on the packing.”

      The Lieutenant said, “Make sure the men have the carbines for this one. I don’t want anyone weighted down with a rifle.” Carver looked at his Thompson sub-machine gun. “I don’t care what you bring Sergeant, but bring plenty of ammo. You’ll be the only one carrying the forty-five caliber.”

      Sergeant Carver nodded. At least that made sense, maybe he was coming around. “Yes, Sir.”

      Two hours later they were watching the sun set. They sat beside their stuffed packs. O'Connor wondered how he’d be able to move through the jungle with such a heavy pack.  It was going to be slow going and murder on his sore legs. He’d taken the bandages off. He wouldn’t be able to tend to them in the bush and besides, he was mostly healed.

      The Lieutenant brought the Brit around to meet them. He seemed like an okay guy, if not a bit too chipper. He’d exchanged his tropical whites for olive drab army pants and top. He kept his floppy jungle hat, though. Instead of his captured Japanese Arisaka rifle he carried one of the new M1-Carbines. They packed a smaller punch, only thirty caliber, but they held more rounds in the magazine and were feather light compared with the 30.06 M1 Garand. He’d been given a crash course shooting at floating coconuts as they bobbed in the ocean waves. He thought the weapon a marvel of ingenuity and fell in love with it.

      O'Connor liked the carbine too, but he missed the power of his Garand. To compensate he’d brought along his sidearm .45. He’d won it in a poker game on the ship ride over from New Caledonia. The heavy caliber round would put an enemy down even if he hit him in the arm.

      He looked the squad over. They’d only been on the island a little more than a week, but each man looked like a combat veteran of many years. They’d been bombed, strafed, shot at and they’d killed men with bayonets and knives. Despite this, O'Connor was worried, these men weren’t jungle fighters. His years of hunting had taught him to move like a ghost through the woods, but these men were mostly from the farms and cities of South Dakota. If the Japs heard them tonight they wouldn’t have enough firepower to fend them off.

      O'Connor convinced Sgt. Carver to let him be point man. Carver had wanted Hooper, but he’d convinced him that his injury would make it hard for him. Carver agreed and gave the job to O'Connor. Now as he sat at the edge of the darkening jungle he wished he’d kept his big mouth shut. I could get these guys killed.

      Sergeant Carver put the men in the order he wanted for the patrol. He wanted them to stick close together. The dark jungle would be even darker at night and he didn’t want anyone getting lost. Welch had tried to get them to go during the daylight. He was convinced he could get them to the village without being spotted, but the higher-ups wanted them traveling at night so that’s what they’d do.

      O'Connor hefted his pack and kneeled beneath its weight. He watched Sgt. Carver in the dying light. Carver nodded at him and he took his first step into the jungle. Dunphy followed staying close and so it went until the squad disappeared into the darkness.

      O'Connor’s senses were on full alert. He concentrated on every step being as silent as he could. He’d schooled Dunphy on walking silently and he was happy to see that the lesson had some effect. He could hear him, but he didn’t sound like an elephant, more like a clumsy dog.

      The first couple hundred yards were the toughest. The jungle was thick, but it soon opened up into more open palms. O'Connor thought it was probably part of a deserted plantation. Dunphy touched his arm and he crouched, waiting. He scanned his front. The palms swayed in a warm, light breeze. It would be beautiful if it wasn’t so deadly. Soon he heard footsteps coming from behind. He kept scanning forward until someone came up beside him. It was the Brit and Sgt. Carver.

      Welch whispered into his ear, “This is the Witherspoon place. Looted long before the Japs got here. There weren’t any Japs here when I passed through the other day.”

      O'Connor nodded, thinking, today ain’t yesterday, asshole. Carver slapped his arm and motioned him forward. O'Connor nodded and moved like a cat on a prowl. The entire column was up and moving again. O'Connor could see a building looming out of the murky darkness. The Witherspoon place looked like it must have been quite the spread in its day. Now it looked dark and foreboding. He led the squad around the back. When he was beyond it, the wide open plantation terrain gave way to more jungle. It wasn’t thick, in fact it reminded him of what he’d see in Oregon; tall trees with thin underbrush. Perfect spot to find a deer. He hoped Japs didn’t think like deer.

      To his front he heard something that didn’t sound right. He crouched and each man in line did the same. He pictured Dunphy crouching and trying to figure out why he stopped. O'Connor could hear the men as they bumped into each other, stopped and crouched, too loud. He strained his ears searching for what had spooked him. Had he imagined it? He’d heard something, but didn’t know what, something out of place. His hunting senses were buzzing, but there was nothing.

      He was about to move when he heard it again, the low murmur of someone whispering. He couldn’t be sure how far away, but there was someone ahead and there were only Japs out there.

      As he strained, Sgt. Carver appeared beside him. O'Connor was impressed he hadn’t heard him coming. Is Sarge a hunter? A Jap hunter, no doubt. Carver touched his shoulder and O'Connor pointed forward and signaled he’d heard talking. Carver was still beside him, straining to hear. There it was again. Carver squeezed his shoulder and signaled for him to fall back. O'Connor nodded and started backing up. He almost yelled when the world lit up with the light from a flare, but he bit his tongue and froze. The Japs must’ve heard us; they’re searching for us. I knew these sons-of-bitches would get me killed.

      He moved his eyes and saw Carver lying on the ground motionless. Having the big man near him was calming, kind of like his father’s presence on a hunt.

      The flare sputtered and sizzled as it descended, making the jungle dance with crazy shadows. When it extinguished and darkness and silence returned, Carver and O'Connor crept back down the line until they were gathered around the Lieutenant and Welch.

      Carver whispered, “We found their line, not where they’re supposed to be.” You couldn’t see his eyes in the darkness, but everyone knew he was glaring at Welch.

      Lieutenant Caprielli mulled things over, he needed to decide. “Let’s keep moving. We’ll head ninety degrees from our current direction and get around the edge of them.”

      Carver shook his head, “Sir, it’s too risky. Why don’t we fade back to the plantation and see things in the light of day? We’re liable to run into them out here in the dark and we’ve got no support, totally on our own.”

      Lieutenant Caprielli scooched closer and whispered in Carver’s ear, “I’m in charge, sergeant. Don’t question my orders, follow them.” It was whispered, but everyone caught the gist.

      Sergeant Carver’s face turned red, but no one could see it in the darkness. Without responding he grabbed O'Connor’s shoulder and said, “Take us due east for a quarter mile. We’ll reassess our position.”

      O'Connor nodded and was about to head out when he heard the Brit, “Going east isn’t a good idea. We’ll hit the river soon enough. With the recent rains it’s high and impassable.”

      Carver leaned in, “Tell it to the LT. I’m only following orders.” He signaled for O'Connor to move out.

      O'Connor moved to his left sensing Dunphy following him. So far no one had gotten themselves lost, a minor miracle. They stayed in the same single file formation as before, but now O'Connor could tell they were making more of an effort to be quiet. The Japs were close and everybody knew it. Their stealth gave O'Connor hope that they might live to see the dawn.

      The jungle was spread out and easy to maneuver through. He took one careful step after another. After an hour he came to the bank of a meandering river and halted. Carver was beside him again. He’d have to compare notes, no way Carver learned to be so quiet in the big city.

      As O'Connor searched for any unwanted guests, they were joined by Lieutenant Caprielli and Welch. The others faced away from each other and watched the dark jungle to either side. Caprielli pulled out his map and under a red light and poncho searched for their position. “This river shouldn’t be here,” he whispered to himself.

      Carver couldn’t help himself, “Yet here it is.”

      Caprielli brought the map to Welch and pulled his poncho over both their heads. He pointed to where he thought they were. Welch took a long look at the map and chuckled. “This map is wrong, they’ve put the river in the wrong place and misnamed it. This is Alligator Creek. Of course, there aren’t any alligators in the area, it was named by someone who didn’t know the difference between an alligator and a crocodile.” He slid his finger over, “The map says it’s the Tenaru, it should be here.” He put his finger where Caprielli thought they were. “Could be an old map and the river’s meandered, but more likely it’s just wrong. I’d put the map away. I know this island; I can get us there without all this nonsense.”

      Caprielli folded it up and stuffed it in his front shirt pocket. “I’ll keep it. Can you get us there tonight?” Welch looked him in the eye, under the red glow they both looked like devils from a Halloween horror, he nodded.

      When they came out from under the poncho Sgt. Carver stared at Caprielli. There was little doubt how he felt about him bypassing his opinion. He didn’t say a word, only stared. Caprielli tried to meet his gaze, but turned away. In the darkness he was able to keep his dignity. “Welch is going to lead us from here,” he whispered.

      Sergeant Carver almost spoke, but decided to hold his tongue. Trusting this unknown Brit was folly as far as he was concerned. He didn’t think he would knowingly give them away, he’d be just as dead if he did, but he didn’t trust him to lead the patrol through the jungle without bumbling into Japs. He’d much prefer the stealth and obvious skill of his new point man, O'Connor. He moved close to O’Connor and spoke in his ear, “Stay right next to him. I don’t want him stumbling into the Japs.”

      O'Connor nodded and waited for Welch to move out. When he did he was right beside him. Welch moved well, it was obvious he was comfortable in the jungle. O'Connor reminded himself that he’d been evading Jap patrols for months now.

      They followed the river south, upstream. Where he was from in Oregon most rivers flowed west, but this one flowed due north, something he’d never seen. He shook his head. I’m not in Oregon anymore.

      They were moving along a well-worn path beside the slow river. He was by no means a veteran of these parts, but when he hunted these were the trails he’d set up on, well used game trails. He didn’t like the feeling. He tapped Welch who stopped and listened. “Think we should get off this trail.” It was a statement not a question.

      Welch shook his head, “This is a native trail, Japs don’t use it.” He followed along, but his sixth sense was buzzing and he’d learned a long time ago to listen. He was about to stop Welch again when the world behind him erupted in gunfire and bright flashes.

      He dropped to his belly, pulling Welch down with him. He spun to the flashes, only yards away put his carbine to his shoulder and fired in quick succession. The noise was deafening as more shots rang out deeper in the jungle. His squad was getting hit hard. He fired at the new muzzle flashes. The air above his head came alive with buzzing bullets. He rolled to his left back towards his squad. He pulled Welch along, but he was dead weight, he wondered if he’d been hit. As the fire continued he yelled, “Welch, you hit? You hit? Move your ass.” He got no response.

      He pulled his gun up and fired at the flashes. On the third shot his carbines’ firing pin slammed onto an empty chamber. He cussed, shucked off his pack and dug into his belt for another magazine. He pulled out the old and slammed another in, priming the weapon. He aimed more carefully, trying to judge where the enemy’s body would be in relation to the flash. Answering fire from his squad petered out as they retreated. He realized he was cut off, alone with Japs all around him, his only ally a dead or wounded Brit. A feeling of panic started to rise in his gut, but he suppressed it and fired again.

      He was about to pull the trigger again, but thought better of it. He had to get away from the area quick. No shooting had come from the river behind him. It was his only chance. The Japapanese continued firing. He wanted to kill them, pour fire into them, give his buddies a chance, but it would be the last thing he did. Instead he reached out and pulled his pack along the ground towards the river. He wasn’t trying to be quiet anymore. Once the Japanese stopped firing he’d give his position away, but as long as they kept firing he could make all the noise he wanted.

      He grunted and pulled the unwieldy pack along. With each step he got further away from the ambush. He wondered if any of his buddies had survived. He’d heard screaming, but not anymore. They’d been hit hard. It had been a perfectly orchestrated ambush. The thought made him feel uncomfortable, were they waiting for us?

      The firing was slowing down. There was no return fire. He hoped that meant the squad had successfully disengaged themselves from the fight. He imagined them running like hell back to the deserted plantation, the enemy hot on their heels. It wouldn’t be a bad place to make a last stand.

      The quiet descended like a shroud over a death’s head. The firing had ceased, the jungle sounds ceased, so he stopped moving and strained to hear anything over the ringing in his ears. It was unnaturally quiet. Finally, like a far-away train approaching, the jungle started waking again. First the chirps and snaps of insects then the unknown night bird calls, he thought he even heard the call of a monkey. Does this place have monkeys? Soon it was as if the firefight hadn’t happened, the jungle returned to normal.

      O'Connor didn’t move. His pack was in front of him. He could sense he was close to the river, but he couldn’t be sure how close. It may as well be a mile since the noise of dragging the pack even a foot would bring the Japs onto his position.

      He rested his carbine on the pack and waited for a target. He had no doubt they’d pursue him. He’d walked right past the ambush without ever seeing them. They’d let he and Welch pass first to let the main force walk into the kill zone. How had he been so clueless? Why hadn’t he sensed the Jap ambush? Then he remembered he had, but Welch wouldn’t get off the trail. O'Connor gritted his teeth. The poor son-of-a-bitch was laying out there dead or dying; he’d paid the price for his mistake.

      It wouldn’t take long for the Japs to come for him. They’d probably already found Welch and were searching for him. He wondered how many there were. The main force must have pursued what was left of the squad, but how many stayed back to finish off the point man? He felt his bowels loosen as he remembered the stories he’d heard of how Japs treated prisoners. Long torture and slow agony as you prayed for death. He decided they wouldn’t take him alive. He felt along his belt until he found a grenade. He pulled it and laid it next to the pack. If he was wounded in the next couple minutes, he’d end it with the grenade. Use the Jap playbook against them and take a few with him. He felt better with the grenade; it eased his mind to know he wouldn’t suffer at the hands of these savages.

      Minutes passed with no sound to his front. He wondered if they’d all joined the chase. The night calm was shattered again with gunshots from down the trail. The heavy sound of rifle fire then the tinny sound of return carbine fire, then the heavy thumping of a Thompson sub-machine gun. He grinned, at least Sarge was still in the fight.

      He used the firefight to make more ground towards the river. He pushed backwards until he was at arms-length from his pack then pulled it towards him, moving slow. He repeated the process three more times until the jungle to his front changed. He focused and readjusted his firing position. Someone was coming towards him. He felt sweat sting his eyes as it dripped down his furrowed brow. If he opened up, it would be minutes before the whole Jap army descended on him and he died.

      He reached for the grenade, maybe he should throw it as a distraction, pull the Japs away from him. He dispelled the thought since he wouldn’t be able to throw it far enough. In the close jungle, it would be a clear signal of his whereabouts. He felt along his belt and put his hand on the cool handle of his K-bar knife. If it was one man and he got close enough, the knife would be just the thing. His mouth went dry as he pictured himself driving the knife into a man’s belly.

      He carefully pulled it from its sheath and gripped the handle. It felt cold and deadly. Can I kill a man with a knife? He’d soon find out. He made a plan; if it was more than one man, he’d open up with his M1 and sprint for the relative safety of the river. If it was one man he’d kill him with the knife. He took a deep breath hoping it was more than one man.

      The darkness to his front took on a shape, dim at first then becoming more distinct. It was the unmistakable silhouette of a man, one man. He released his grip on the carbine and licked his lips, it would be the knife. He tried to control his breathing as the soldier advanced ever closer. The Jap was being cautious, each step silent, his eyes scanning for him like an owl searching for mice.

      When he was only feet from him he stopped and turned back the way he’d come. It was perfect. He had his back to him, it was now or never, there wouldn’t be a better chance.

      His muscles coiled. He launched himself at the man’s back. He drove his knee into the soldier’s back and with his left hand grabbed his head and pulled back, stifling a yell. His right hand held the blade and he drove it down toward the man’s chest, but something slowed his hand, something wasn’t right. Something about the way the soldier carried himself, the way he moved, the way he smelled. Something was wrong.

      He pulled the man to the ground and put the knife to his neck. Better to kill him on the ground, less sound of falling. The man was gagging, trying to talk. Then he recognized English words, the reality of the situation now clear. He put his face close to his and whispered, “You stupid Brit, I almost killed you.”

      Welch was breathing hard, his second shave with death even closer than the first. His eyes were wide, “Right, it’s me so get off and let’s get out of here?”

      O'Connor kept the knife at his neck. He looked the way he’d come, straining to see lurking Japs. “Thought you were hit.”

      Welch pushed his hand from his jugular and sat up, “Grazed my forehead, must’ve knocked me out, probably our own chaps returning fire.” He reached up and felt his forehead showing off the gash.

      Even in the low light, O'Connor could see it had bled a lot. “You’ve lost a lot of blood. You okay to move?”

      “Head wounds always bleed a lot, I was moving until you knocked me over.”

      O'Connor grinned and nodded, “Come on. Let’s get to the river. We can stay near the bank and float along, use the bank for cover if they get too close. We can float all the way to the ocean, our guys are set up on the west side.”

      “That’s where I was headed when you jumped me.”
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      They crouched along the river bank, guns pointed back the way they’d come. O'Connor still had his pack, but Welch had lost his in the fighting. O'Connor leaned in close and whispered, “Watch the jungle.” Welch nodded. O'Connor dug into his pack and pulled out his heavy rain poncho. He folded it then tied the ends closed with cord from his pack. He laced the remaining cord through the grommets spaced at ten-inch intervals along the side and cinched it off as tight as he could. Welch looked over his shoulder wondering what this crazy hillbilly was doing besides making a lot of unwanted noise.

      O'Connor placed his pack next to the river’s edge and slid into the water. The bank was steep, but the water only three feet deep. He pulled both ends of the poncho under water and stepped on them. The belly of the poncho floated to the surface with trapped air. Then to Welch’s horror O'Connor started splashing furiously beside the poncho pulling air into the makeshift float. He was making a hell of a racket, but after a few seconds the poncho was floating high.

      O'Connor pulled his pack over and keeping the edge of the poncho under water wrapped it around and through the shoulder straps of the pack. He slowly released the pack testing its stability. The buoyancy floated the pack halfway out of the water. Satisfied, O'Connor whispered, “Let’s go, we’ll put the carbines on the pack, keep ‘em out of the water.”

      Welch backed towards him, “I’m not getting into the river.” O'Connor stared, it was their only chance. “It’s called Alligator Creek for a reason. It’s infested with crocodiles.” O'Connor looked at him funny. Exasperated, Welch explained, “Whoever named it didn’t know the difference between a crocodile and an alligator.”

      O’Connor looked around, were they coming at him now? He didn’t see anything except black water flowing to safety. “We’ll have to take our chances. I haven’t seen any crocs though. If we stay here the Japs’ll get us for sure. I’d rather take my chances with the crocs”

      Welch had seen crocodiles attack and kill on land and in the river, they were terrifying predators. The thought of being slammed then rolled and stuffed under a river ledge until tender, terrified him. He sat on the edge weighing his options. O'Connor had his hand out wanting the carbine. Welch’s mind was made up when a flare popped overhead and he heard Japanese voices. They were close. He ducked down and slid into the cool water. He kept his carbine pointed back to the lit-up jungle. The flare seemed to hang forever. When it was almost out he saw a shape emerge only yards from him. There was no doubt it was a well-armed Japanese soldier searching for them.

      The light extinguished at the perfect time. The Jap kept coming, but he stumbled and fell, blinded by the sudden darkness. Like a viper striking, O'Connor lunged out of the water and drove his razor sharp K-bar into the neck of the soldier. He cut his spinal cord and without a sound the soldier died.

      O'Connor pulled the dead soldier into the water, pushed him under and sent him downstream. Welch shook his head, “The blood will bring the crocs.”

      “Well now they’ll have something to eat besides us.”

      Welch shook his head, “You don’t understand. They go into frenzies, like sharks.”

      O'Connor slipped deeper into the water and started floating downstream. Welch made his decision, he handed his weapon over and slid in behind him. He fingered the knife he had at his side, it would be a small defense against a croc, but it would have to do.

      The pack was floating well on the poncho and Welch and O'Connor gripped the edges like a raft. They could float like this for a long time, all night if need be. With every passing foot they drifted further away from the ambush site. Another flare popped back where they’d been and tracer fire arced into the night slashing across the river well upstream. Either the Japs were jumpy or they’d found some stragglers.

      O'Connor stroked closer to the bank and Welch followed. They heard Japanese voices yelling from upstream. “Let’s keep close to the bank in case we have to get out in a hurry.” Welch nodded. The bank was steep and the jungle leaned over it dipping vines and branches into the water like fingers feeling the passing coolness.

      O'Connor figured the Japs had found their entry point. There’d been a lot of blood and trampled jungle. They could hardly miss it even in the darkness. O'Connor wondered how close the river trail was. He remembered it being close most of the way. If the Japanese suspected they were in the river, they may be moving down the trail to get in front of them. “We have to move faster, Japs’ll be coming down the trail fast, can’t let ‘em get in front of us.”

      They pushed the pack in front and started kicking underwater to propel themselves. They had to move away from the bank to avoid the overhanging jungle. They were more exposed, but they were moving much faster now. The darkness was their only cover. The effort had them breathing hard. They dipped their heads to keep the sweat from dripping into their eyes.

      They were making good time, but after thirty minutes they needed rest. The poncho was losing its buoyancy, despite forcing more air into it. O'Connor suspected the para-cord was loosening in the water. Their carbines were dangerously close to being submerged. He pointed to the near bank, “Gotta retie the poncho. Let’s get to shore.” Welch nodded.

      They pushed into the bank and worked their way downstream until they found a relatively flat spot where the bank sloped into the river. They pushed the pack onto the muddy bank and lay still, listening. After two full minutes O'Connor said, “Keep watch upstream while I retie this.” Welch nodded and pulled himself out of the water. The water dripping from him made the bank muddy and as he tried to crawl up he felt himself slipping back into the river. He dug in with his finger tips and pulled himself until he could see upstream. He realized he was lying beside the trail they’d walked up earlier; the trail he’d deemed safe.

      He wondered what time it was. He looked at his watch, but even in the dim light he could tell it was beyond repair. Another victim of Alligator Creek. He thought the sun must be coming up soon, they’d been at it a long time. He watched the trail and listened to the young O'Connor working on the poncho. He wondered where he’d learned that trick, was it something they taught in the Army?

      Minutes passed. It felt good to be out of the water. He felt his eyes growing heavy as a thick wave of exhaustion swept over his body, threatening to send him to blissful oblivion. He shook his head trying to shake the fatigue. Here he was in a desperate situation and he was having trouble staying awake? Bugger that. He bit his lip, the pain keeping him in the here and now. He heard something coming. Boots pounding on the muddy path, the Japanese were double timing down the trail. O'Connor was right, they were trying to cut them off.

      He looked back to O'Connor who heard it too and laid still beside the pack, his body half in the water. Welch realized he’d left his carbine on the pack. Their only chance was to lay low and hope the Japanese passed without seeing them. From the sounds it was a sizable force. Welch scooted himself deeper into cover. He hoped it would be enough, the trail was only feet from his prone body.

      He kept his head down, but kept one eye open. He watched as the Japs’ cleft toe boots landed only feet from his head. He tried to keep count, but lost it after forty. The pounding boots sounded like thunder, but he was sure they’d hear his own beating heart. He tried to control his breathing. It took all his concentration to keep from hyperventilating. His mantra; breath in, breath out, slow it down. After an eternity the troops stopped coming. He laid there until he couldn’t hear the boots at all. He lurched when O'Connor touched his boot and pulled him towards him. It was time to get on with it.

      He pushed his way back and when he hit the mud he slid into O'Connor who stopped him from splashing into the river.  He put his mouth next to Welch’s ear, “Let’s stay here till daylight, sun should be coming up in an hour.” Welch didn’t like it. He wanted to get as far away from the spot as possible. He shook his head, but O’Connor persisted. “Too many Japs looking for us downstream. We’ll lay up in cover and wait. We need to rest.”

      They slid into deeper cover along the bank and pulled branches and vines around them until they looked like part of the jungle. O'Connor whispered, “Try to get some sleep, I’ll keep watch.” Welch closed his eyes thinking it would be impossible to sleep.

      He woke with a start when O'Connor poked him hard with a stick. The darkness was gone, replaced with early morning light. He thought it a lovely morning until he remembered his situation. A feeling of dread overtook him. He itched all over, the drying mud and the crawling bugs taking their toll. Instead of itching he moved his head and met O'Connor’s eyes which were gleaming from behind a thick layer of vines and mud. Something had him spooked. He followed O'Connor’s eyes as they scanned towards the river. His blood froze. The dead Jap soldier O'Connor had killed and pushed into the river the night before was hung up in the branches swaying back and forth in the current only yards away. From the river came the lazy form of a large crocodile. His snout and yellow eyes gleamed in the morning light, his eyes focused on the easy meal caught in the branches.

      Welch started to move, but a high-pitched Japanese voice coming from the trail stopped him. He didn’t move a muscle. The soldier’s voice brought others until there were many. They were getting closer; they’d seen their comrade. Any second they’d be down by the river beside their hiding place.

      Another voice, this one in charge. It was easy to discern an order even in a foreign language. O'Connor was on his stomach and could see two soldiers coming down the slick embankment. He hoped they would be too preoccupied with their dead buddy to notice the scuff marks on the bank pointing to their positions.

      The soldiers came down the bank between Welch and O'Connor. They were pointing at the body and yelling. They didn’t notice the dark form in the water sink out of sight. One soldier took off his small pack and handed his rifle to the other man and waded in. O'Connor lost sight of them as they walked past him, but he heard one enter the water. He saw four more soldiers on the trail, their weapons at their waist watching the scene.

      The first soldier got to the body and tried to pull it loose, but the branches held him tight. He pulled out his knife and started cutting and slashing at the vines, but the current, the depth and the awkward dead weight were too much. He called for his comrade to help. The second soldier put down his pack and his buddies’ and laid the rifles on top. He waded out to help.

      They almost had the body free when the first soldier yelled and there was a great splash and a massive dark shape. He had time to look at the second soldier, terror and confusion on his face before he was pulled beneath the dark water. The second soldier screamed and half swam half ran for the shore. His eyes were wide, yelling at the top of his lungs. He was three feet from the bank when something big came from behind him and landed on his legs and back. The soldier reached out and his hand was the last thing anyone saw of him.

      The yelling from the soldiers on the bank intensified and they started shooting into the water at unseen targets. Maybe they’d get lucky and hit the crocs. Even if they accidentally hit their own men, it would be a mercy. The man in charge yelled an order and two grenades were thrown. The water geysered when they exploded, but only bubbles and dead fish surfaced. A few more shots, then another order.

      Two more soldiers came to the shore looking at the deadly water, their guts roiling. The dead soldier in the branches had been shredded by the grenades and was nearly free. One soldier stood at the ready, his rifle pointing into the river covering the other man who went in fast. He yanked on the body and it came loose. He pulled him onto the bank. The other man grabbed him under the arm and they hauled him up to the trail dropping him at their sergeant’s feet.

      They inspected the body. O'Connor wondered if the grenades had shredded him enough to hide the mortal knife wound in his back.

      The sergeant stood and looked out over the water searching for his lost men. He yelled an order and the remaining troops started to form up along the path. A sudden burst of gunfire erupted in the distance. The soldiers tensed and dropped to their knees pointing their weapons toward the sound.

      O'Connor knew the sound of carbines meant his squad was engaged with the Japs again. The sergeant gave another order and the soldiers double timed it towards the sound of battle, dragging their dead comrade with them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      O'Connor waited a full ten minutes before he moved a muscle. The Japs had been close enough to touch, but they hadn’t seen them. It was a minor miracle. He moved his eyeballs first, then slowly turned his head. He couldn’t see anyone, but if they were on the trail he wouldn’t know until he was fully exposed. He looked to where Welch was hiding, but couldn’t see him. He was completely covered, just a mound.

      He moved onto his stomach so he could see the trail. It was abandoned; the Japs were gone. He crawled higher up the bank until he was on the trail. He looked both ways, they were alone. He turned back to the water, remembering the beasts that had taken the Japanese to their watery grave. He saw movement; the mound was coming alive. He could see Welch’s head taking shape as the leaves, vines and dirt slid off. He made eye contact with O'Connor who gave him a thumbs up.

      He returned the signal, but didn’t smile. He crawled up next to O'Connor and whispered in his ear. “Let’s get outta here.” O'Connor nodded and pointed into the jungle. Welch shook his head and pointed down the trail towards their lines.

      Gunshots from the plantation continued. They were still in the fight. O'Connor pointed, “We’re going to help out the squad. They need us, we can come up behind the Japs and surprise ‘em.”

      He started to crawl away, but Welch grabbed his belt. “That’s suicide. They can take care of themselves.”

      O'Connor pushed his hand away and came up onto his knees. He inspected his rifle being sure to check the barrel for mud. He wiped it with his shirt, getting the mud off the moving parts as best he could. “We’ll take ‘em by surprise. Put down a steady field of fire and move around a lot; we’ll confuse ‘em, give our guys a chance.” Welch started to protest, but O'Connor’s eyes took on a red intensity, “I’m going to help my unit. You come with me or go it alone.” He didn’t wait for a reply, but moved across the trail into the jungle. The sounds of gunfire were sporadic, but he could still discern the pop of the carbines and the occasional burst from a Thompson. Ammo wasn’t a problem as long as they hadn’t lost their packs. He could hear the Brit behind him. He didn’t need him, but was glad he decided to come along.

      With each step the sounds of fighting grew louder. A new sound, a machine gun started hammering away. The Japs had upped the ante; the squad wouldn’t last long with that pinning them down. O'Connor hunched lower, but increased his speed. Even though he was almost running he was still quiet. Welch, who’d been walking jungle trails for years was keeping up, but making more noise. With all the gunfire O'Connor didn’t think it would matter.

      The machine gun stopped, probably reloading, but O'Connor steered them towards the area. He was about to pass around a jeep-sized rock when the machine gun opened up again. He dropped to the ground, it was directly in front of the rock. He’d almost blundered into the crew. He looked behind him at Welch and signaled that he was going to toss a grenade over the rock and he should too.

      Welch nodded and pried a grenade from his belt. It was mud covered, he hoped it worked. They got to their knees and faced each other. O'Connor looked into Welch’s eyes and bobbed his head as if in cadence. He mouthed, ‘One, two, three,’ then pulled the pin, released the lever and tossed it over the boulder.

      Welch’s was right behind, but wasn’t thrown as hard. It bounced precariously on the top then toppled down the other side. There were two closely spaced explosions. The machine gun stopped and there was screaming. O'Connor sprang around the rock and emptied his carbine into the three men sprawled in a low depression. The grenades had done their work, the men had smoking holes in their bodies.

      O'Connor kicked over the machine gun, the barrel was bent and smoking. He came back around the rock and crouched looking at Welch, “We’ve gotta keep moving.” He heard more firing and saw the muzzle flashes and smoke from the main Japanese position. In the commotion of the fire fight the Japanese hadn’t noticed their machine gun’s silence, but that wouldn’t last and someone would investigate. A bullet whizzed off the rock next to his head and he pulled back squinting from the rock dust. He’d almost been killed by his own men.

      He signaled Welch to follow him and he went back the way they’d come, then moved laterally to get behind the enemy line. He found a thick patch of bush and went to his knee. He pulled two more grenades and placed them within easy reach. “How many you got?” he asked Welch. Welch reached down and pulled his last grenade and held it out for inspection. O'Connor nodded, “Throw yours to the right, I’ll put one in the center and left. When they go off we’ll unload with our M1s and skedaddle over there.” He pointed back to the dead machine gunners’ rock. “That’s where we’ll meet. Got it?” Welch’s eyes were wide, but he nodded.

      O'Connor put his carbine down and hefted the first grenade. He pulled the pin, then carefully put it back on the ground careful to secure the lever. He picked up the second grenade and pulled the pin. He looked back at Welch who was looking at him funny. He hadn’t armed his grenade and O'Connor looked at him wondering. Finally, Welch shook his head and nodded. He pulled the pin.

      O'Connor threw his grenade, then reached for the second before the first landed. Welch thought how easy it would be to drop his grenade at this cowboys’ feet and surrender to the Japs. This soldier was going to get him killed, but instead he hurled his grenade towards the firing right flank of the Japanese line intentionally short and picked up his carbine.

      The grenades went off seconds apart and the shooting stopped. Two Japs were hit and screaming and the others looked around in panic wondering what happened. O'Connor picked up his carbine and shot into the Japanese lines, sweeping his weapon back and forth where he thought they’d be.

      Welch took off towards the rock without firing. He slid in beside the boulder and panted. O'Connor had expended his magazine and was running back to the rock. Welch watched him bob and weave in a crouching run. It would be so easy to lift his carbine and end this right here, but now he was committed. The Japs would never take his surrender, they’d string him up and fillet him for days. Instead, Welch raised his M1 and fired a few shots back toward the Japanese line.

      O'Connor slid in beside him and pulled another magazine from his pocket and pushed it into place. It made a satisfying ‘click.’ He looked back the way they’d come, there was firing coming their way, but nothing concentrated. They’re worried about hitting their own men.

      The fire coming from the plantation intensified. Bullets cracked and whizzed through the branches, but not directed their way. A Japanese soldier rose from the ground fifteen yards away and saw them crouched there. He rose up and charged. His gun with the glinting bayonet was leveled at them. The soldier yelled and pulled the trigger, but he shot from the hip on the run and the single shot went between them. Welch instinctively pulled his carbine to his shoulder and quickly shot four rounds into the advancing man, but he kept coming. The tiny holes in his tunic shone bright red in the morning sun. He re-aimed and pulled the trigger again, this time the man’s head snapped back and he fell to the side only feet away, his eyes staring.

      Welch looked at the gun then at O'Connor, who said, “That’s why I prefer my Garand.” Welch nodded and reloaded. “We gotta move. Let’s make a run for the plantation.” The rock behind them started taking hits and the ricochets were coming dangerously close. “Let’s get away from this death trap.” He pulled on Welch’s sleeve and ran to the other side of the boulder. “When I say go, I want you to take off to that cover,” he pointed at a stack of downed palm trees at the edge of the plantation. “I’ll cover you, then you do the same for me. I’ll be coming as soon as you find cover so make it quick.”

      The bullets were much more concentrated now. The rock was chipping and soon a dust cloud of rock surrounded them. “Now!” O'Connor yelled and leaned out and fired towards the Japanese line. He walked his fire from right to left until his magazine was empty. He turned just in time to see Welch dive behind the pile of wood with bullets sending dirt geysers on his heels.

      He swapped magazines and saw Welch pop up and start laying down fire. O'Connor took off in a low crouch. Bullets were buzzing by him like angry bees. He gritted his teeth and kept running, concentrating on the wood pile. Welch was sending a steady stream of fire downrange, but the Jap fire was intensifying. He made the log pile and laid on his back as rounds flew over and into the pile. He felt like he was on the inside of a drum head.

      Welch came down and lay beside him. “Getting kinda hot. Anymore bright ideas, Private?”

      O'Connor shook his head, “Don’t think we’ll find better cover than what we’ve got right here. We can hold them off if they don’t bring anything heavier.” As if in answer they heard the distinctive sound of a mortar shell arcing their way. “Shit, mortars. We gotta leave.” O'Connor went to run directly away keeping the wood pile between himself and the Japs, but the ground in front of him erupted with the impact of a 50mm mortar shell and he was thrown back into the pile. He slammed hard and lost his breath. He lay there gasping.

      Welch leaned over to shield him, “Are you hit?” he yelled. O'Connor was only able to gasp and grunt for air. Welch assumed the worst and came off him to look for wounds, but another shell landed and sent dirt and jungle onto them. He leaned over the struggling Private. He lay on O'Connor, his ears ringing knowing the next shell would be right on top of them. Any second now his world would end. It made him angry to think how ridiculous it had become.

      But the next shell never landed. Instead the shooting seemed to slacken from the Japanese lines and intensify from the plantation. Welch heard the Japanese yelling. He risked raising his head and saw the back of a Japanese soldier running the way they’d come. Another soldier entered his vision, this one much closer. He went to raise his rifle, but the uniform was different. This was an American soldier.

      The soldier went to one knee and aimed at the fleeing soldier’s back. He shot three times and as Welch watched, the man’s back erupted in two new holes and he pitched forward his rifle flying through the air. The American stood and turned to the wood pile. Welch recognized him from the squad. He thought his name was Crandall.

      Welch stood up holding his carbine over his head, “Hey, it’s us. Welch and Private O'Connor. He’s hit, needs help, mortars.”

      Crandall’s smile at seeing them alive faded when he heard his friend was hit. He ran and leaped over the wood pile with ease. He landed next to O'Connor and gave him a once over. O'Connor got his breath back, “Get off me Crandall, I’m fine, just had the wind knocked out of me.” He pushed him away.

      Crandall grinned, “You’re a sight for sore eyes and make no mistake. We got the Japs on the run, but when they regroup they’ll come at us like a freight train. Your attack from the rear got ‘em flustered, allowed us to advance without being noticed. Got close enough to nail their mortar crew. Thank Christ they didn’t have that thing up and running earlier.” He looked over the wood pile and waved at someone. “You able to run? We gotta go. Sarge’s signaling us, we gotta go now.”

      O'Connor hopped to his feet and nodded, “Lead on.” As they cleared the wood pile they saw more guys crouched next to trees and rocks covering their withdrawal. They ran past them and they followed in turn. When they got close to the plantation it was pockmarked with bullet holes, it looked like a deranged flock of woodpeckers had been unleashed.

      Sergeant Carver was standing in the doorway his Thompson smoking. He tilted his helmet back, “Well, I’ll be, thought you fuckers were long dead.”

      Lieutenant Caprielli was aiming his carbine out a window, his eyes like saucers. He gave a curt nod to them.

      O'Connor only smiled, but Welch reached out and shook the sergeant’s hand. “Jolly good to see you, thought our goose was cooked back at the wood pile.”

      Sergeant Carver looked him up and down. He was covered with mud and dirt, his white teeth shining like beacons. Carver dropped his hand, “Let’s get our shit and find someplace to hole up. When the Japs realize how thin we are they’ll come back pissed. We don’t wanna be here.” He glanced at Lieutenant Caprielli who nodded. He grabbed Welch by the shoulders, “You know this island, any place you know we can safely powwow?” Welch looked at him sideways not understanding the word. Carver rolled his eyes, “Someplace we can make a plan without getting our balls shot off.”

      Welch’s eyes lit up and he raised a hand in recognition, “Ah,” then he put his hand to his chin and thought about it. After a few seconds he looked around at the plantation and nodded. “Yes, follow me. It’s close, we should be safe there.” He pointed behind him, “There’s an old mine on the edge of this property. The mine shaft’s old and out of use, but it’s safe. In fact, old Smiley used to give tours.”

      “Smiley?” Caprielli asked.

      “Yes, the chap who owns this plantation, Smiley Witherspoon. He’s a good chap, but he was one of the first to flee.” He looked around at the shot-up building, “Break his heart to see it this way.”

      Sergeant Carver gathered the men for a quick head count. They’d lost two men in the ambush, Private Skinner and Private Markos, whittling their twelve man squad to ten. They’d had no choice but to leave them to rot in the stinking jungle. He nodded realizing it could have been a whole lot worse. “They’re all here, Sir.”

      Caprielli nodded and they moved out.
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      The bedraggled squad shouldered their packs. They were much lighter now; they’d used a lot of ammunition. They filed out the back door and trotted after Welch who kept waving them onward. The fast pace felt wrong, there were Japanese soldiers throughout the jungle, but they kept up and kept their eyes on the jungle.

      They were following an overgrown trail. It was probably well used when Smiley was running this place, but the jungle was reclaiming it. If Welch hadn’t known about it the trail would be impossible to find.

      They traveled at a trotting speed for a quarter mile before the trail opened up onto an open patch of land. Welch stopped at the edge and crouched. Lieutenant Caprielli ran forward and Welch pointed at the edge of the jungle. Lieutenant Caprielli strained and finally saw the dark hole in the side of a small hillock. The entrance was half covered with old wood that had once been on hinges, but they’d rusted and the door had leaned over. Caprielli nodded and motioned O'Connor and Crandall forward. They stayed low and crossed the low grassy field. When they got to the mine entrance Crandall moved the wood and stepped inside. O'Connor kept his carbine ready. Crandall disappeared into the blackness, but came out in seconds and waved the others forward. Lieutenant Caprielli nodded at Sergeant Carver and they went across, leaving plenty of space between each man.

      At the entrance they crouched and Crandall said, “It’s clear, far as I can tell. Pitch black in there.”

      Welch pushed his way past and went inside like he owned the place. Caprielli tried to grab his sleeve, but he slipped by. The Lieutenant was about to send someone in after him when he saw a soft glow coming from inside. Sergeant Carver entered and waved them inside, “He’s found some light.”

      Entering the mine was like entering the inside of a musty old closet. The smell of wet earth tinged with some kind of metallic tang was oppressive. The mine shaft went straight for ten feet then turned a corner to the left. The soft glow was coming from around the corner. Welch poked his head back around and held up an old-fashioned kerosene lantern. It threw crazy shadows behind him. “Old Smiley always keeps a tin of matches and plenty of kerosene in his lamps.”

      The others gathered around the light, it was downright cozy and since the Japanese would have a hard time finding the place they felt relatively safe. Sergeant Carver wasn’t taking any chances though, “Crandall, go to the front and make the entrance disappear. Wipe any sign of us and keep watch.” Crandall trotted around the corner. Carver took Lieutenant Caprielli’s shoulder and pulled him aside. “Think it would be a good idea to lay low here awhile. The men are beat and could use some chow and some shuteye. It’s nice and cool in here, be a good place to rack out for a few hours.”

      Caprielli nodded. He looked at his watch which was still ticking despite the jungle’s best efforts to corrode anything with moving parts. He returned to the men, “Alright we’re gonna stay here and get some food and rest. Break out what you got, lay out your ponchos and get some sleep. We’ll rotate the guard on the hour.”

      The men didn’t need coaxing; they tore into their packs and pulled out their K-rats. They hadn’t eaten since embarking on the doomed mission. The sound of tin cans being opened was quickly followed by slurping and burping, then light snoring.

      Sergeant Carver, Lieutenant Caprielli and Welch sat around the lantern and talked quietly. Caprielli said, “We’ll roust the men at 1400 and try to get around these Japs again. Any ideas on how we can do that?”

      Welch’s face went white in the yellow glow, “Surely you’re not thinking of continuing the mission after what’s happened?”

      Carver glared, “Of course we’re continuing the mission. We haven’t accomplished it yet.”

      “But things have changed, you’ve lost men, you’re understrength.” He looked down realizing how weak the argument was.

      The Lieutenant continued, “You’re not obligated to stay with us, but your knowledge of the land could be the difference between success and failure.”

      Carver grumbled, “Didn’t help us much last night.”

      Welch’s face went from white to red as quick as a light switch turns dark to light. “You can’t blame me for that, that trail’s normally clear. It’s the same one I took to get to your lines the other day.”

      Caprielli put a hand on his shoulder, “Easy does it.” He waited for Welch’s color to come back, “Is there another way through?”

      Welch thought about it, then hesitantly said, “We could cross the river. I know of a decent fording spot, but there are crocodiles.”

      Carver grinned, “Crocodiles? Why they call it Alligator Creek?” Welch glared and Sergeant Carver continued, “I haven’t seen any crocs, or gators, for that matter.” Welch told them about their early morning experience with the Japanese. Carver shook his head, “Shitty way to go, even for a Jap.” He looked at the Lieutenant, “Sounds better than risking the trail again.”

      Caprielli nodded, “Yeah, we’ll watch for crocs. I’d rather fight them than Japs.” Welch played the scene of the two Japanese soldiers being taken by the crocs and wasn’t sure he agreed.
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        * * *

      

      At 1400, Sergeant Carver rousted the men and they grumbled and stretched, farted and belched. They shuffled gear, getting ready for the coming move. They were glad not to be moving back up the trail.

      They crouched at the entrance to the mine. Each man wanted to stay in the shaft; it was quiet, safe and the perfect temperature for sleeping. Carver touched O'Connor’s shoulder. He nodded and pushed the cover aside and reentered the hostile world of Guadalcanal. Welch told him what bearing to follow to get to the ford spot and he moved from cover to cover. He saw no sign of enemy soldiers. The going was easy, the jungle was thick overhead, but the ground cover sparse. They could move quickly and quietly. It wasn’t long until O'Connor came up against a well-used path. He kneeled and waited for counsel.

      Sergeant Carver conferred with Welch who said the crossing was only a couple hundred yards down the trail. Carver directed O'Connor to stay to the side of the trail and take it slow avoiding any more ambushes. O'Connor gritted his teeth, blaming himself for leading them into the ambush the night before.

      His pace was slow, every step thought out and calculated for noise control. He stopped several times when he thought he heard something, but it was always nothing. He was regaining his trust in his stalking abilities.

      He’d gone a quarter mile when he heard the distinct sound of water babbling over shallow rocks. The river flowed deep. He hadn’t known it to have any shallow rapids, but the sound was clear. He crouched and waved Sgt. Carver up. Welch came too and nodded, “That’s it, that’s the crossing. It’s shallow and easily crossed here, but it’s usually croc infested because other animals cross here too.”

      O'Connor smiled, predators in the Oregon woods hung out at spots like this too and for the same reasons. It was nice to know no matter where you were in the world, animal behavior was generally the same.

      Sergeant Carver said, “I’m more concerned about the predators on two legs.” He waved for Lieutenant Caprielli and pointed out the fording spot.

      He nodded and pointed at Crandall, “You and O'Connor move across. The rest of us will cover you. Signal when it’s safe to cross.”

      Crandall and O'Connor nodded and moved to the edge of the river. It was muddy limiting their view of the bottom. O'Connor was the first to enter. The water went up to his knees. He got his balance and took a tentative step. The bottom was mud covered rocks. He moved carefully not wanting to fall in and make a lot of noise.

      With each step the water got deeper until it was over his belt. It wasn’t cold, but cooler than the air. It felt good. With each step he felt more exposed. When he was halfway across he felt like he had Japanese crosshairs on his back. Any passing patrol would see him instantly; he wouldn’t have a chance. He quickened his pace. Corporal Crandall entered the river and followed.

      They rendezvoused near the bank on the far side. Crandall was jumpy looking over his shoulders in jerky movements. O'Connor said, “What’s the matter with you? Calm down.”

      Crandall took a deep breath, “Sorry, that story about the crocs has got me spooked.”

      O'Connor nodded, “Yeah, but I don’t think they like all the shelling. I heard someone saying they’ve pretty much disappeared with all the bombing.”

      “What about the ones that ate the Japs?” O'Connor shrugged. He went up onto the bank to investigate. He didn’t want the rest of the squad to come over without clearing this side. The Japanese might be waiting for the main force just like last night.

      He went twenty yards each way and came back to Crandall who was crouched on the bank. “It’s clear. Signal the others.”

      Crandall waved them over and they entered the river at fifteen-yard intervals. They sloshed across quickly, nervous about crocs and Japanese. Welch was almost running and kept looking over his shoulder for the coming river monster.

      Safely across, Sgt. Carver put O'Connor on point and they moved out. There was no trail on this side and the jungle was thicker. O'Connor felt better about this side. He moved with more confidence. With every passing step he felt more in control. He was sure he’d sense any Japs in the area long before they saw him.

      He slipped into an efficient routine. Take stock of the world, take five quiet steps, take stock, five more. He had to remind himself to stay vigilant.

      Two hours passed, this was the time when point men got sloppy. Sergeant Carver had already asked if he needed a break, but he’d shaken his head. He was in his element, wanting to keep the men safe, making up for getting Markos and Skinner killed.

      He sensed something in the jungle ahead. He crouched and searched from left to right. Everything looked okay, but he couldn’t shake the feeling; something wasn’t right. He sniffed the air and listened for anything different. He was sure something was out there despite the lack of evidence. He’d learned to trust his instincts and they were buzzing now. He felt something big crawling up his pant leg, but ignored the tickling sensation.

      He motioned for the others to get down and he sensed more than heard them going to their bellies. He brought his arms out of the backpack’s shoulder straps and laid it beside him. He didn’t want the squad to advance until he figured out what was bothering him. He looked back at Sergeant Carver and signaled that he was moving forward to take a look. Carver nodded and passed it along to the Lieutenant. The men were poised, their weapons trained on the surrounding jungle.

      O'Connor crept forward. His steps careful and quiet, his carbine at the ready. There was a thicker portion of jungle to his front. When he got to it he went to his knees then his belly and slithered underneath the low vines and branches. It got darker and he heard something off to his left, someone was there. He brought his rifle up and aimed into the bush, but he couldn’t see the source. Then he did. Bloodshot eyes set deep into the blackest skin he’d ever seen were staring at him. His eyes adjusted and the form took shape. A man crouched, an old bolt action rifle aimed at him. His reaction was to shoot, but this wasn’t a Japanese soldier. A crucial second passed when both men could have killed the other, but instead, they only stared.

      O'Connor didn’t move, his aim never wavered. The man spoke. It was English, at least the words were, but he couldn’t understand what he was saying. The words were all jumbled up and crazy. O'Connor went up to his knees, still aiming. The man moved his rifle harmlessly away and took a step towards him. He broke into a broad smile, the yellowed teeth looking bright against his black skin. Another man came out of the jungle appearing out of nowhere. He was younger and didn’t have a smile on his face. He looked more menacing and kept his ancient rifle pointed at O'Connor’s gut.

      O'Connor put out his hand in greeting, then called to the others behind him. “Got some natives up here, Sarge.”

      Welch came sprinting forward and burst onto the scene. The smiling man smiled broader and the younger man pointed his gun to a harmless angle. Welch was bursting, “Eloni and Fau, I was wondering if we might run into you blokes.” They hugged and slapped each other on the back.

      Lieutenant Caprielli said, “What the hell’s going on here? Who are these men?” Upon seeing the officer both natives sprang to attention and gave him smart salutes, palm out. Lieutenant Caprielli didn’t know what to do. He saluted them back. They both smiled and said something Caprielli couldn’t understand. Welch said, “These are some of my men.” He pointed to the older, “This is Eloni Finau and this young chap is Fau.” He pulled them into hugs, “They’re some of the chaps we’re trying to find. We’re in good hands. They can take us directly to their village.”

      Lieutenant Caprielli asked, “What’s that they’re speaking? Sounds like English, but it’s not.”

      “Ah, yes it’s Pidgin. I’ve lived here for years. I’m fluent. It’s quite easy to learn being English speakers already. It’s basically a mix of their language and ours, weighted towards ours.” Caprielli looked uncertain, “Don’t worry, I’ll translate.” As if to prove it, “He just said, welcome to his island.”

      Sergeant Carver butted in, “Ask him how far to his camp.”

      Welch said, “I know how far it is.” Carver glared at him and Welch asked. “He says about two kilometers that way,” He pointed.

      Lieutenant Caprielli shouldered his carbine, “Tell him to lead on.”
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      The squad moved much faster with the native guides. They led them to a trail that would be invisible unless you knew it was there. They moved along it at a trot for almost a kilometer, then the trail went up for another half kilometer ending on top of a hill. One moment they were moving along a jungle trail and the next they were in a small meadow surrounded by thatched huts and dark people wearing very little clothing.

      The villagers gazed their way, but mostly went about their business. To be in amongst friendlies was a good feeling. The men relaxed and slung their rifles, feeling safe. A group of three topless women walked past them and giggled as they looked them up and down. Private Dunphy took off his helmet and bowed, “Ladies,” he said.

      They tittered and bounced away. The one on the end looked back at him. Dunphy put his helmet back on and whistled. Corporal Hooper punched his arm, “What you whistling at? Those are the homeliest women I’ve ever seen.”

      Dunphy pushed him away, “How long we been on this shithole island Hoop?” Hooper shrugged. Dunphy continued, “Couple weeks. Before that, New Caledonia and before that a stinking troop ship. I haven’t seen a woman in months and certainly not a topless one.”

      Corporal Hooper shook his head, “They’re still ugly. They’d have to be the last women on earth. Even then I’d have to close my eyes.”

      “Ha, that’s why you never get any. Too picky. The ugly ones are the most appreciative.” He mimicked slapping an ass as he gyrated.

      Sergeant Carver put an end to it, “Can it Dunphy. Hands off the merchandise.” He pointed around the squad, “Understand?” They all nodded. “Go have a seat over there while we figure out what’s happening.”

      The squad, sans Sergeant Carver, Lieutenant Caprielli and Welch, went to a tree in the center of the village and took their packs off. They sat down relishing the rest. O'Connor put his head on his pack and watched the puffy clouds drift by. The evening brought a breeze and its caress felt good against his sweat encrusted skin. The stress of leading the squad through the jungle left him with each slow breath he took. A line of half clothed women came to them holding flasks made from animal hides and the men drank the cool water. O'Connor thought he’d died and gone to heaven.
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      Sergeant Carver, Lieutenant Caprielli and Welch were escorted into the largest hut. Upon entering they were inundated with a thick pall of foul smelling smoke. A man sat in a makeshift chair a long pipe in his hand spewing thick tendrils of smoke. He was as black as Eloni, but his skin was wrinkled deeply giving him a look of old leather. He was powerfully built. Even sitting he had a presence that couldn’t be ignored. His dark eyes looked them over through the smoke. He directed them to sit. They looked around for chairs, but settled for the hard pack dirt floor. He spoke to Welch calling him by name, “Mr. Welch, you leave alone and you return with Marines.”

      Welch smiled, “Chief Ahio I bring you soldiers, not Marines. These men are very good soldiers, like the Marines.”

      Ahio spoke, “Soldiers, Marines, is all the same, Americans.”

      “Yes, Americans. They’ve come to help us kill the Japanese.”

      He smiled, showing off only a black hole, no teeth were visible. “That’s good. There are plenty to kill, more arrive all the time.”

      Welch translated for the others. Caprielli said, “Ask him how many and where.”

      He asked and Ahio answered, “Japanese have landed three thousand soldiers off Cape Esperance. They moved their forces to the edge of the Matanikau. Some are still close to us, but the larger force has moved east to the river. Big loud tanks too.”

      Caprielli was beaming. Getting this kind of intelligence would not only help his men, but his career as well. “Is he sure about this? Can we trust him?”

      Welch scowled, “Of course we can trust him, these people are loyal to us; they’ve no love for the Japanese, believe me.”

      Caprielli addressed Carver, “Sergeant we’ve got some elevation here, see if we can relay this information to Division from here.”

      Carver got to his feet and slung his Thompson, “Yes, Sir. He left, leaving Welch. Welch continued to speak in Pidgin and they laughed and back slapped. Lieutenant Caprielli looked around the hut. There was something on the far wall hanging from strings attached to a pole. He squinted trying to see what it was in the dim light.

      Ahio saw him looking and broke into a wide smile. He reached back and grabbed the pole. The objects swung wildly, appearing to be medium sized balls. Caprielli reached his hand out to stop them from spinning. He pulled his hand back fast when he realized they were shrunken human heads. Disgusted he said, “What the hell are those?”

      Welch said something to Ahio and they both laughed. He slapped the Lieutenant on the back, “Those are what you think they are…shrunken human heads. Don’t forget these islands have only been occupied by the commonwealth for the past one hundred years. Headhunting and cannibalism were rampant for many thousands of generations.” He smiled at the heads, “These were passed down from Chief Ahio’s grandfather, possibly the last relics from those days. They’re a national treasure.”

      Caprielli scowled, “Not for those poor souls.”

      Welch shrugged, “Our influence turned them away from such atrocities. Before the Japs arrived, these islands were well managed and behaved societies. Honestly, if they thought the Japs would win they’d turn us in to save their own skins. They’re loyal as long as we’re supplying them with goods and showing progress.”

      “That sounds pretty flimsy.”

      Ahio put the shrunken heads back against the wall and spoke to Welch who translated. “He’s asking when you plan on visiting the next village…where Captain Morrisey is.”

      “We’ll sleep here tonight and go in the morning. The sooner we meet up with him the sooner we can plan some guerrilla attacks.”

      After Ahio heard the translation he clapped his hands and spoke excitedly. “Ahio says his hunters killed a wild boar today, they will feast and celebrate your arrival.”

      Carver reentered the hut, “Sir, Crandall went up a tree and was able to relay the message you wanted sent out. He talked with Lieutenant Smote. He wants you to check back in when you find Captain Morrisey. He also sent his thanks for the info.” Lieutenant Caprielli nodded, this mission might turn out alright after all.
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      The smell of cooking boar meat permeated the village making the hungry soldiers salivate. They hadn’t had a hot meal since arriving on Guadalcanal. Villagers hustled about preparing for the big night. They wanted to build a big bonfire, but Welch reminded them of the danger of air attacks and they settled for a small fire under cover of a thatch roof with no walls.

      The soldiers sat around the fire. Chief Ahio assured them the perimeter was well guarded by his best men. The soldiers took it with a grain of salt and held onto their carbines anyway. Women were entering the circle of men to refill gourds with water. Dunphy stared at the women, smiling and waving. One in particular caught his fancy. She was homely by western standards, but younger than the others and shyer.

      When she entered the circle, he held up his empty gourd for a refill. She walked over and kneeled beside him, holding her animal skin flask out. He handed her his cup, but when she reached for it he pulled it back, teasing her. She looked at him and he smiled. She gave him a small smile back then looked down in embarrassment. He reached out and lifted her chin. He looked her in the eye then held out his cup and she poured. “Thank you,” he said.

      She nodded and left the circle. He watched her all the way and was happy to see her look back at him just before disappearing in the darkness. He took a drink of water and Private O'Connor leaned close, “I’d be careful if I was you. She looks like jailbait to me.”

      “Out here? There’s no such thing. Besides she looks old enough to me.”

      “I wasn’t referring to her age, but her being Chief Ahio’s daughter. Doubt he wants your grubby hands on her.”

      “My hands are clean,” he spit, “mind your own business, Red.”

      The night went on and soon they were feasting on wild boar. Parts of the animal were passed around and the men would tear off a chunk and pass it along. Dunphy stood up and mumbled he was going to take a piss. He wiped his greasy hands on his pants and left the circle of light. The darkness was complete. He stopped and stretched his back waiting for his eyes to adjust. He went to the edge of the village and took a piss. He stared up at the stars which were darting in and out of cloud cover. The jungle noises were almost deafening. With a full belly and relatively safe position he pondered the island. He wondered if people vacationed here before the war. He doubted it.

      He finished and turned back towards the village. His eyes were adjusted and he could see the women and children huddled in a group waiting for the men to finish eating. He realized they were waiting to eat whatever was leftover. He spotted the girl he’d teased and watched her. Back home he wouldn’t have given her the time of day, but he hadn’t been with a woman in a long time and he was used to being with women. His family money, his position in society and his handsome features were magnets for shallow treasure-seeking young ladies. He’d never sought them out, but they’d always found him and he’d grown accustomed to the touch of a woman. He craved that touch now.

      As he watched, she stood and took her flask to get a refill. Now was his chance. He watched her and followed. She stopped at a barrel that looked like it once held wine. She twisted a knob and refilled her skin.

      He came up behind her and when she turned she let out a yelp. He put his hand over her mouth and his finger to his. “Hey, it’s me, don’t be startled.”

      When she recognized him, he took his hand from her mouth. Her dark eyes shone in the night. He couldn’t decide if it was fear or excitement. He smiled and took a step back. She relaxed, “You’re pretty,” he said, thinking the direct approach would be best.

      She said something he couldn’t understand. He smiled, “I think you’re beautiful.” She smiled and he reached out to touch her cheek. She pulled back slightly. He took that as a good sign and he kept his hand there. She looked into his eyes and he gave his best bedroom eyes back. He caressed her cheek and stepped closer. She said something and he put his finger on her lips. “It’s okay. We can have some fun.”

      She didn’t understand his language and he didn’t understand hers, but there was no doubt of his intentions. He leaned down and kissed her tenderly on the forehead. She looked surprised and tried to turn away, but he held her cheek and lifted her face. He kissed her lips, but she didn’t kiss him back. He kissed her again and this time she responded and kissed him back. He smiled inwardly, now we’re getting somewhere.

      They kissed in the darkness, then she broke away, smiled and led him by his hand around the outside of the village. He looked behind him at his squad still scarfing down wild boar around the fire. They wouldn’t miss him for a while. He followed this island girl and she led him to a hut. The inside was as bare as the other huts, but it had a pile of military style blankets mounded on a makeshift thatch bed.

      She pulled him towards it and she sat down in front of him. She looked into his eyes and started unbuttoning his pants. This girl wasn’t as innocent and shy as she pretended. His eyes rolled to the back of his head as she worked her magic. Soon he was lying beside her under the itchy wool blankets. It was hot, but the sweat that dripped from both their bodies mingled and made their lovemaking even more powerful.
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      Sergeant Carver woke before light to the sound of yelling. He gripped his Thompson and aimed towards the commotion, but he didn’t see any flashes or signs of combat. The yelling was in Pidgin and it sounded like the head honcho, Ahio. He ignored his stiff muscles and joints and trotted to the yelling coming from a hut. He kept his weapon ready, but didn’t enter. More yelling and someone came running out the door pulling on their shirt while their carbine dangled from their shoulder. Sergeant Carver gritted his teeth and put his shoulder down knocking the running man off his feet with a perfect open field tackle.

      He stepped over the figure and leaned down to see who he’d leveled. He recognized Private Dunphy gasping as he struggled to catch his breath. He put his boot on Dunphy’s chest and held him there. Chief Ahio came storming out, pulling behind him his naked daughter. He saw Sgt. Carver holding down his daughter’s lover and started yelling in Pidgin. Carver put his hand up for silence, but the tirade continued. Carver yelled, “Welch, get your ass over here!”

      A bleary-eyed Thomas Welch stumbled over, pulling on his shirt. He’d been getting the best sleep he’d had in days and was none too happy about the interruption. He saw the situation and spoke in rapid-fire Pidgin to Ahio, who fired it right back. “Your bloke there,” he squinted in the pre-dawn darkness, “Dunphy, was caught in bed with Ahio’s daughter, Lela. It seems the chief’s upset.”

      Carver guffawed, “Yeah, I figured out the upset part on my own.” Dunphy started to struggle against Carver’s boot, but he pushed harder pinning him there. “Stay down there, lover boy. You’re in deep shit and I’m not in the mood.”

      “Let me up goddammit, Sarge.” Carver let his Thompson move forward, the barrel swinging back and forth across Dunphy’s chest. He stopped struggling.

      Lieutenant Caprielli arrived and Carver filled him in. Dawn was quickly approaching, the sounds changing from night animals and insects to awakening day animals and insects. He looked at the half disrobed Dunphy, the woman standing in the doorway with an Army blanket wrapped around her and the scowling Chief Ahio. He put two and two together. “Let him up, Sergeant.”

      Dunphy shot to his feet and stood beside Carver with gritted teeth. Carver looked him in the eye wanting him to strike him, willing it with all his might. He yearned to have an excuse to pummel the cocky rich boy and there was no better reason than self-defense.

      Caprielli pushed Dunphy away, “At ease soldier, you’re already in trouble.” He pointed to a stump twenty feet away, “Sit over there while I figure this shit out, Private.” When he didn’t move, he yelled, “Now!”

      Dunphy snapped out of it and went to the stump. He put his shirt the rest of the way on and slung his rifle. He sat down heavy and ran his fingers through his hair.

      Lieutenant Caprielli told Welch, “Tell the chief we’re sorry for any indiscretion and we’ll punish Dunphy for his actions.”

      Welch translated and listened to Ahio’s heated response. “Chief says Dunphy’s going to have to make it right by marrying his daughter.”

      Dunphy heard and sprang to his feet, “Marry her? That’s ridiculous…”

      Carver strode across the space and pushed him back onto the stump, he hit hard. “Shut the hell up or I’ll shut it for you.”

      For once Dunphy listened and didn’t speak. Lieutenant Caprielli said, “Tell the chief there can’t be a wedding. He’s a soldier. He can’t stay here and he can’t take her back to our country. It’s impossible.”

      Welch raised his eyebrows, but relayed the argument. The chief eyeballed Dunphy, pointed at him and spoke. Welch translated. “He says Dunphy disgraces his village, his daughter and himself by his actions. He demands marriage or punishment by his means.”

      Caprielli squinted, “What kind of punishment we talking? Not burning or head shrinking or anything like that I hope.”

      Welch asked and responded, “He says he needs to stay in the village and work as a… well I think he means, slave. He says he must do this or his men will join the Japanese and kill all of us.”

      Carver looked around looking for any aggressive moves by the natives. Most were listening to the exchange and their postures changed from peaceful to alert. Carver held his Thompson in both hands, ready.

      Caprielli put both hands up, “Whoa there, take it easy. We can figure this out.” The other members of the squad gripped their rifles and looked around at the men they’d feasted with only hours before. Even being outnumbered three to one their carbines would make short work of the lightly armed natives. “Let the chief know I’ll have to think about it. Just give me a minute.”

      When that was done he waved Carver and Welch over. He asked Welch, “Is this guy for real?”

      Welch nodded, “Undoubtedly, I’ve never known him to bluff. He’s quite a serious fellow, good fighter too. We can’t afford to upset him or we risk losing the natives across the whole island.”

      Lieutenant Caprielli shook his head, “I can’t just leave Dunphy here as a slave. He’s a United States soldier. It’s disgraceful and probably illegal.”

      Sergeant Carver spoke, “Why not? The shitbird deserves it; probably do him some good. We’ll give him a week. Our mission with Morrisey will take at least that long to accomplish. We’ll pick him up after that. It’s for the good of the mission.”

      Caprielli pinched his lower lip and kicked dust with his foot. “There’s no chance we come back next week and find Dunphy’s shrunken head is there?”

      Welch smiled, “Unless the young private does something horrific, there’s little chance of that. White men are held in high regard by these people; they consider us their betters. To have one as a slave is a huge coup and will completely compensate them for their bruised pride.”

      Caprielli looked over at the sulking Dunphy. After a minute he nodded, “What about the Japs? Will he be safe here?” he realized the stupidity of the question before he finished the sentence. They were all in danger, they were on Guadalcanal surrounded by hostile Japanese soldiers. “Alright, tell Ahio he’s got himself a new slave.”

      They shook hands on the deal. Sergeant Carver kneeled down in front of Dunphy and told him the good news. Dunphy turned pale. “What do you mean a slave? You can’t do this; you can’t make me stay.” He looked into Carver’s steaming eyes, “What if I just marry her? I mean it’s not like there’s a preacher here, it won’t be a legal marriage. I’ll just fake it and tell her I’ll be back to get her after the war.”

      “Bullshit! She doesn’t deserve that. It’s an order. You’ve jeopardized this entire mission and unless you want to marry the girl for real, you’re gonna do it.” He put his finger to his chest, “If you fuck this up you won’t make it back to Division for the LT to court-martial you. I’ll be sure you don’t make it back, understand?”

      Dunphy stared into Carver’s hateful eyes. He meant every word and he had no doubt he’d carry out the threat. He pondered his plight. If he refused, the best-case scenario was getting court-martialed back at Division and spending years in prison. Worst case, Sgt. Carver would drop a grenade beside him while he slept. A week of slavery? Well that was a total unknown, but he’d be done in a week, he’d have a bed every night, probably food too. What’s the worst that can happen?
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      The squad left the village an hour later without Private Dunphy. O'Connor turned before entering the jungle and saw Dunphy surrounded by villagers. He was an asshole, but he hoped he’d be okay. He shook his head, the smart S.O.B. was actually getting a week’s vacation away from combat patrolling. His smile disappeared when he thought how much could happen in a week’s time.

      They walked in single file following three native men with old bolt action Lee Enfield rifles. Despite the corrosive effects of the jungle environment, the rifles were in surprisingly good condition. The natives thought of them as prized possessions and took care of them accordingly. O'Connor looked at his own weapon, taking some abuse out here, but basically brand new. The Marines landed on the canal using similar weapons as the Lee Enfields, bolt action Springfields. How’d those guys stay alive with those relics? He silently thanked the Army for sending him into battle with the M1.

      They followed a trail that was well used. The guides kept a fast pace supremely confident in their abilities to avoid any Japanese patrols. The way they moved soundlessly grew O'Connor’s respect. These guys had been hunting their entire lives, moving silently was bred into them, they didn’t know any other way.

      At one point they slowed and stopped, waving the rest of them down. O'Connor passed the signal and waited. He had no doubt if they stopped there was a real threat out there somewhere. He strained to see and hear anything, but there was nothing, only jungle. After five minutes the guides signaled them up and they continued. O'Connor wondered what they’d seen. Maybe they’re acting on instinct and sensed something.

      They marched unimpeded for three miles. The trail led down to a valley with a raucous creek bouncing through. The guides bent down and drank handfuls of water. The rest of the men filled canteens, dropped Halazone tablets in, waited the ten minutes it took to kill any diarrhea causing bugs and drank their fill. The water tasted cold and sweet, even with the Halazone. O'Connor dipped his hat and poured it over his head. He closed his eyes relishing the coolness as it flowed down his body. He wanted to sit down and soak his aching feet, but the guides waved them forward and they started climbing the other side of the valley.

      The trail steepened and soon they were slowing down. Their packs weren’t as heavy as before, but they were still more than they were used to carrying. After a mile the guides stopped and gave whistles that sounded like jungle birds. There was an answering whistle and they stood up and advanced into a clearing. Ancient trees hung over the clearing. The trees’ upper branches formed an almost solid roof above. The village would be invisible from the air.

      In comparison to Ahio’s village this village was immense. The same thatch huts were everywhere. They were bigger and looked more maintained. The village seemed rich and thriving, or at least it had been before the Japanese invaded and cut off supplies from the coast.

      Chief Ahio’s guides greeted the other villagers in excited Pidgin, no doubt telling the tale of the white slave. It would boost their prestige in the area and they held it over the others in obvious pride. These villagers were similarly armed with old rifles and pistols. The men without guns had long knives with wood handles. There were at least three times more villagers than Ahio’s and they all gathered around the newcomers with interest.

      From a central hut, a tall white man wearing wrinkled and torn beige pants and a short sleeve button down shirt emerged. He put his hands on his hips and took the scene in. He strode up to Lieutenant Caprielli, his long legs covering the ground quickly. He stopped in front of him and smiled through a thick dark beard. The man was immediately likable. He extended his hand, but the lieutenant saluted him instead. Morrisey grinned and gave him one back then extended his hand, “Courtney Morrisey at your service. You can call me Court or if you prefer, Captain.”

      Caprielli took his hand and smiled, “It’s an honor to meet you, Captain. I’m Lieutenant Caprielli and this is Sergeant Carver. I think you know this man.” He gestured to Welch who was keeping himself well back.

      Morrisey locked eyes with him and nodded, “Thomas Welch, I was wondering where you got off to.” He gestured to a group of native men standing behind the group and they stepped forward and took Welch by the arms.

      Welch lifted his chin in defiance, “It had to be done. We have to join the war.”

      Morrisey said something in quick Pidgin and three natives took Welch into a hut. One man stayed inside with him and the other two stationed themselves on either side of the door as guards. Caprielli watched, wondering what was happening. Welch was under his command; he couldn’t let this man, Captain or not, simply arrest him for no reason he could see. “Excuse me, Captain, but Welch is under my command and he’s been most helpful in guiding us to you. Please explain yourself.”

      Morrisey nodded, “I suppose I owe you an explanation,” he gestured back to the hut he’d come from. “Come inside.”

      Caprielli nodded to Carver, “Get the men situated and fed, have the gear separated and ready for dispersal.” Carver nodded and Caprielli ducked into the hut. He poked his head back outside, “Have Crandall climb a tree and transmit that we’ve found Captain Morrisey and his village.”

      The inside of the hut was filled with furniture that had seen better days. On a table in the corner a huge radio was partially covered by a tattered canvas poncho. Morrisey sat on a padded rocking chair and tilted it back and forth. It creaked and groaned with each slow pass. He picked up a glass from a side table and held it out to him, “Something to drink?”

      “Is it alcohol?” he asked hoping.

      He shook his head, “Afraid not, we ran out of that some months ago, even before your Marines landed. It’s water.” Caprielli shook his head no. He took off his jungle hat and wiped his brow. “You chaps find it hot here, no doubt?” Caprielli looked at him like he was crazy. “I’ve been here so long it seems normal to me. I can’t remember what a cool breeze off the channel feels like. I suppose I’ve gone native by now.”

      Caprielli couldn’t tell if he was remorseful or simply stating a fact. He said, “I suppose you can get used to anything.”

      Morrisey stared at him and took a sip of water. “Yes, quite right.” He stared at the Lieutenant until he fidgeted under the gaze. “Mr. Welch left this village without my consent.” He placed the water on the side table. “In fact, I expressly forbid him to leave.”

      Lieutenant Caprielli said, “He came to us asking for help, said your radio was dead and needed our assistance. Is that not the case?”

      “Our radio gave up the ghost a week ago, that’s true, however I never asked for assistance from the Americans, or anyone else. He went AWOL essentially, so he’s under arrest. I’ll figure out how to deal with him later.”

      Caprielli wasn’t sure how to take that, “Why wouldn’t you want our help? I mean we’re all in this together, we’re allies with a common enemy. We’ve come to supply you with weapons and ammo and to link up with you to harass the enemy from the rear.”

      Morrisey kept rocking, “Your small group brought us weapons and ammo? Have you stowed it somewhere?”

      The lieutenant shook his head, “We only brought what we could carry and we used some of the ammo getting here. Each man brought two extra M1 Carbines. They’re broken down in their packs. It’s not a lot, but it’s better than what you’ve got.” He pointed at an old Lee Enfield propped in the corner. We could teach your men how to be guerrillas, how to strike the Japs and live to fight another day.”

      The Captain laughed, “I doubt you could teach us much about that. These men have grown up here, they’re better guerrilla fighters than you and your men could ever be.”

      “I’m sure we could teach them something about tactics; they’ve never been through formal training, have they?”

      “Their training has been hands on I should think.” He clapped his hands, “Tell you what. We’ve got a patrol going out this evening to hit a group of Japanese that are getting too close. My amateur natives found them yesterday while blundering around the jungle. Would you like to tag along and take any notes on what you think needs improvement?”

      Caprielli could hear the sarcasm in his voice. He looked him in the eye, “I meant no disrespect. I’m only relaying what we were told of your capabilities.” He smiled, “I’d love to tag along, would you like to take your new carbines?”

      He considered it, but shook his head, “Probably not this time. The men should have weapons they know.” He stood up, “We shove off at 1500.” He looked at his watch, “Three hours from now.”

      Lieutenant Caprielli stood and nodded. Before he left he said, “I meant what I said about Welch. He’s been helpful to us. He seems a good sort.”

      “You don’t know the man like I do, Lieutenant. He’s been a thorn in my side for some time now. He’s gone too far this time.”

      “You mind me asking why you don’t want our help? If I’m getting kicked out of here without completing my mission, my superiors are going to want an explanation.” He squared up his shoulders to Morrisey, “I suspect your superiors will too.”

      “Until I get a direct order from Australia telling me to follow American orders I’ll continue with the mission given to me, ‘report enemy activity, engage when victory is assured.’ Surely you can understand that?”

      “What if you heard it from a higher ranking American ally? That countermands your last order. You’d have to follow orders.”

      “Lieutenant, I never said you couldn’t join our guerrilla force. I’m simply not able to give you command over it. You’re welcome to stay, but seeing as I outrank you, I’m in command here, as I’ve always been. Have your men outside this hut, combat ready at 1445.” With that he drank the last of his water and said, “Dismissed.”

      Out of habit, he snapped to attention and saluted. He cursed himself for falling into the trap. How did he come under his command? He’d pushed the man too hard and it backfired. He’d have to get on the radio and tell his superiors the situation. He wasn’t relishing the conversation.
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      The squad formed up outside Captain Morrisey’s hut at precisely 1445. His men had gotten fed and even bathed in the nearby creek. They felt refreshed and after last night’s feast and long sleep, rested.

      A ragtag group of twenty natives formed up too. They wore loin-cloth shorts, some in bare feet, others in thin treaded sandals and nothing else. Their dark bodies were lithe and strong without an ounce of fat. They’d been forced to eat less with the Japanese invasion, their normal food supply routes cut off, but they’d managed to stockpile canned meats and vegetables from Australia and they’d raided some of the abandoned plantation stores. Morrisey made sure to document everything they’d taken in order to compensate the owners upon their return. They were acting out of necessity; they weren’t looters.

      As they waited for Captain Morrisey, Lieutenant Caprielli thought about the conversation he’d had with Colonel Sinclair over the radio. He’d told him to stay with Morrisey and his merry band of cutthroats until ordered otherwise. He was to offer the squad’s services in whatever manner he saw fit and the extra radio was to be given to him with all the batteries he thought he could spare. Caprielli wasn’t sure what to make of it, but his command authority was cut out from beneath him just like that.

      The Captain emerged with his rifle slung over his shoulder. He was dressed in the same dirty top and pants as before, but had on a different hat. He looked through the thick tree canopy, “It’ll rain tonight, which will make the going harder.” He said it in English for his American friends’ benefit. The squad looked to the sky, but couldn’t see what he was seeing.

      At exactly 1500 he nodded to the native who seemed to be the acting sergeant. He nodded back and loped off into the jungle. The others followed in a loose line. The squad unslung their carbines exchanged glances and followed.

      Morrisey hung back with Lieutenant Caprielli, “Your men move well for inexperienced jungle fighters, but keep to the rear. Let my men lead; they know this jungle better than their own mothers.

      The Lieutenant nodded and waved his men forward. “Follow their lead.” He let O'Connor and Carver pass then fell into the line. Morrisey trotted forward.

      After twenty minutes of fast patrolling the natives stopped and crouched. The squad did too and watched as silent commands were issued. The guerrillas spread out, their rifles unslung. Morrisey waved the squad forward putting his finger to his lips. They crept forward and crouched in a line to either side of the Captain. He lifted his hand and pointed. The squad followed his gaze and they saw a small group of Japanese soldiers sitting around a tiny fire about twenty yards away. It was obvious they were going to spend the night.

      O'Connor strained to see any guards, but couldn’t find any. They must have men watching for intruders. His question was answered when he saw a native dart out of the jungle like an arrow from a bow. He had his long knife out and he grabbed his target, a snoozing soldier O’Connor hadn’t noticed. He put his hand over his mouth and expertly buried his blade into the back of the man’s neck, angling up into his brain. He lowered the twitching man to the jungle floor and crouched beside him. He pulled his dripping blade out and wiped it on the enemy’s green uniform. He looked to where O'Connor was watching and gave him a toothless grin. A shiver went up O'Connor’s spine despite the heat.

      At that second the sky opened up and the rain came down in sheets. Everyone and everything were instantly soaking wet. The ground went from solid to soup in seconds. O'Connor couldn’t see anything further than a couple of feet. He felt someone pulling him back. It was Morrisey whispering, “Let’s get you blokes a better view.” He gathered the squad up and had them follow him to the left, angling closer to the group of Japanese. Morrisey’s men had disappeared like ghosts. Morrisey pointed and crouched, the others followed suit. The Japanese were only fifteen yards away, scrambling to get ponchos over themselves. The presence of enemy soldiers so close made the Americans nervous. The Japanese soldiers were oblivious to their impending doom. Each squad member had his weapon trained on them. Morrisey pushed O’Connor’s barrel down and shook his head. He pointed to the Japanese, then his eyes, “Watch.”

      The hapless soldiers were wet and bedraggled, miserable lumps under their green ponchos. They were desperately trying to keep their fire going. One soldier held a large jungle leaf over the flame, but the fire looked to be doomed to a wet death. There were eight of them, each man looked thin and pathetic.

      Out of the jungle there was sudden movement. The guerrillas attacked with raised knives and short sword-like weapons. They didn’t make a sound as they converged on the Jap soldiers and drove their knives and swords into spines and skulls. A soldier yelled out and reached for his rifle, but was stopped when his head was cut from his shoulders with a vicious cut. It was over in seconds. The soldiers were alive, then dead, like someone had flipped a switch.

      The guerrillas cleaned their weapons and put them back in their belts. They quickly went through the dead soldiers’ belongings keeping things of interest and tossing the rest. Three men collected weapons and ammo and any food they found. The Japanese soldiers were well stocked with rice and dried fish.

      The squad watched the butchery in silent fascination. The operation had gone off without a single injury. Indeed, it didn’t appear anyone had even broken a sweat. twenty minutes later the bodies were dragged and piled into a shallow rain filled pit. They were covered with jungle leaves and vines until they were invisible. Captain Morrisey explained, “We don’t want them to be found or they’ll start looking for us. We want the patrol to simply disappear and never be heard from again. A bit of psychological warfare.”

      Carver spoke up, “What do you suppose they were doing out here? They’re a long way from the coast.”

      Morrisey nodded, “Probably looking for the other two patrols we dispatched.” He watched his men working, “They’re getting closer. We think they may have used triangulation on our radio transmitter before the batteries went dead so they have some idea where we are. I’m surprised they still care about us; we haven’t sent out a signal in over a week. I’d think you Americans would be their priority.”

      The clean up was done and the guerrillas started patrolling back towards home. They used a different route, avoiding any chance of being ambushed. The going was harder, the ground was soft and muddy. Each step sank deep and had to be pulled free with a sickening sucking sound. Their footprints immediately filled with seeping water. If anyone was following them they’d be easy to track.

      Sergeant Carver brought it up to Morrisey. “Don’t worry, I’ve got two men behind us covering our passage. We haven’t found the Japs to be especially good trackers, but just in case, we always make it hard for them.”

      With the extra precautions it took longer to get back. It was full dark when the lead guerrillas whistled to the perimeter guards and they entered the village. The rain hadn’t abated, but the center of the village wasn’t muddy.

      It was a relief to be on relatively solid ground. O'Connor knelt down and picked up a swath of dirt. It was muddy, but not bad. Morrisey came over, “The Melanese have lived here for thousands of generations they know a thing or two about drainage.” He kneeled down and pointed, “Notice how the center is slightly higher? That little bit of relief is all it takes to keep the area from getting too sticky. There’s also an assortment of bamboo pipes three feet down that act as drainage, like gutters on your American houses. They need to be tended every ten years or so, I hear it’s quite a difficult job.” He smiled at Caprielli who was listening in, “Not bad for a bunch of heathens, aye Lieutenant?”

      Caprielli only nodded. Morrisey continued. “Your men can take those two huts over there, they’ll be protected from this squall. There’s a fire built, they can dry off inside. Why don’t you and Sergeant Carver come into my hut for a debrief? It’s warm and dry inside.”
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      The squad felt like they were on vacation. The village was patrolled night and day by Morrisey’s men. He assured them they needn’t worry about being surprised by Japanese soldiers. If there was a threat his men would warn them with ample time. Lieutenant Caprielli offered his men up to rotate through the guard duties, but he declined. His men would do it anyway, not trusting the safety of their families to strangers.

      They ate their own K-rations, they’d brought enough for a few weeks, but the natives insisted on them sharing their food as well. It was mostly rice and dried meat they’d stockpiled before hostilities, but the added calories were welcome.

      It had been a day since the deadly patrol that had killed the eight enemy soldiers. The men had cleaned weapons, dried out clothing and generally sat around relaxing. The sounds of distant combat were constant, but they didn’t feel guilty knowing their brothers in arms were being barraged and bombed almost daily. The drone of aircraft was a common sound and they spotted the planes high overhead, mostly bombers delivering deadly eggs to Henderson field.

      The squad was told to be ready for another patrol scheduled to leave at noon. They showed up at 1145 ready to go. Sergeant Carver was chewing on a piece of grass, his dark eyes shrouded by heavy brows. O'Connor spoke, “Hey Sarge, what’s the scoop?”

      He spit out the grass, “Shaddup, you’ll know soon enough.”

      Lieutenant Caprielli and Captain Morrisey came out of the hut. Morrisey was sporting his new M1 Carbine. He’d shot it the day before and was pleased to have a weapon that could fire at such a rapid rate. The other carbines were put together and passed around, but most of the natives stuck with their trusty Lee Enfields. O'Connor noticed a few of them were using captured Japanese Arisaka rifles. He supposed shooting their own ammo back at them was sweet justice.

      Captain Morrisey addressed the gathered men. “We’re going out for an extended patrol. If everything goes well, we’ll be back here this time tomorrow. If there are no questions, we’ll start…”

      Sergeant Carver interrupted, “What’s the target?”

      Morrisey smiled, “Ah yes, not used to working with outsiders. Sorry. We’ll be patrolling along the ridgeline to our west.” He pointed. “There’s a long ridge that’s very good for observing the enemy, particularly the enemy navy. Some of my messengers have reported increased naval activity and were going to find out whether or not the Japs are trying to bring in more troops and if they are where and how many. Your radios should be able to talk with your blokes and give a running account. Should be most helpful to your troops, I should think.”

      Sergeant Carver nodded, “Grab more ammo for the extended operation and be back here in two minutes.” The men dashed off to their huts and filled their belts with more bullets and grenades.

      Morrisey spoke, “I’m not expecting any serious run-ins, Sergeant.”

      Carver shrugged, “Better safe than sorry, Sir.”

      Three minutes later they were entering the jungle. Once again, the guerrillas set a fast pace, using trails only they could find. The men weren’t used to the quick pace, it made them nervous to be moving so fast behind enemy lines, but they kept their mouths shut and relied on their native guides. They’d done pretty well for themselves up to now.

      The rain had stopped, but the ground was still saturated. The trails became muddy with the added foot traffic. The men in the back, suffered the most, having to slog their way through the churned up ground. Sergeant Carver had them rotate positions to keep from exhausting half the squad.

      After an hour they stopped as the guerrillas talked in low murmurs. The squad used the stop as a water break. They were angling towards the high country, away from the water rich valleys. Their blistering pace sapped their physical reserves which in turn sapped their water. Each man carried two canteens, but at this rate they’d be drained before sunset.

      They were at the base of the ridge they would be patrolling. It looked like a spine poking up from the islands’ middle and spanning almost to the western tip. It wasn’t the highest point of the island, but it was higher than anything surrounding it by five hundred feet. The jungle thinned out as the ridge rose. At the top of the spine the foliage was almost nonexistent. They’d have to be careful of enemy aircraft, or any aircraft for that matter. Their own forces would assume them to be Japanese, they were on the wrong side of the line.

      The patrol went up the ridge much slower. Not only was it steeper, but it was more exposed. This was the type of patrolling the American’s were accustomed to.

      With the loss of the shady jungle canopy the sun beat down on the men like an incessant furnace. The natives didn’t seem to notice, but the squad was quickly dripping sweat and breathing hard. When they were halfway to the top, Sgt. Carver pulled on Lt. Caprielli’s sleeve and pointed at the men. They were falling behind and clearly struggling. Caprielli trotted to Captain Morrisey’s side and spoke and pointed. Morrisey nodded and called for a short break. The natives looked at him in confusion. Morrisey spoke some Pidgin and the natives grinned and nodded, making their hair flop. Caprielli grit his teeth, the pompous ass was making fun of them.

      After their ten-minute break they continued towards the ridge. Once on top they patrolled to the westernmost edge. The occasional views to the sea were breathtaking. The sea was calm with varying shades of blues and greens. They could see the scarred beach where troops and supplies were still being ferried and thrown into the grinder. To the east, the edge of Henderson field was just visible. As they watched, two Marine Corsairs lifted off and banked towards the sea gaining altitude. Even from this distance they could make out the heavily laden undercarriages, bombs and rockets.

      The ridge was easy walking and the natives increased their pace to a steady trot. The squad tried to keep up, but were soon left behind. Carver grumbled to Caprielli, “What’s Morrisey trying to prove?”

      Caprielli shook his head, “Don’t know Sarge, but if we keep to the ridge we can’t miss it.” Carver nodded and rolled his eyes, no shit, Sir.

      He was about to speak it out loud, but stopped himself. Lieutenant Caprielli wasn’t his favorite officer. He thought some of his decisions were downright dangerous, but he seemed to be coming around the longer they had their asses hung out here in the bush. He thought a couple more weeks with the natives and he might shape up to be a decent officer.

      They made the far point of the ridge an hour later. Morrisey and his men were crouched around a tiny thatch hut built into the hillside facing the invasion beaches. They were watching the uninhibited view of American naval vessels slowly cruising along the coast. It was the afternoon; the sun was beating down and the squad was haggard.

      Caprielli said, “Sarge, get the men off the ridge into cover and set up a perimeter.”

      Carver glared at him, “Already on it, sir.” He paused, can’t he see that? “The men are short of water, sir. Most are down to half a canteen.”

      Morrisey took a break from scanning the sea with his binoculars and turned to the sergeant “Your men can top off over there.” He pointed to a large barrel half dug into the ground beside the hut. The barrel had a lid, but the natives had placed huge jungle leaves around it, their points aiming towards the top of the barrel. The evening rainwater would be funneled into the barrel assuring constant fresh water.

      Carver smiled, “All right, looks like you can drink down your canteens and refill over there.” The sound of lids being unscrewed and loud gulps ensued.

      Caprielli went to Morrisey’s side, “Quite a view.”

      Morrisey took the binoculars from his eyes and handed them to the Lieutenant. He put the strap over his head and pulled them to his eyes. He scanned the sea, watching the ships unloading their cargos of men and war material onto barges which ferried back and forth. Morrisey touched his arm and pointed, “Look over there, Jap zeros.”

      Caprielli swung the glasses and found the silver Zeros slashing through the air heading towards the offloading ships. “They’re making a run on the transports; our guys must see them.”

      As if in answer, tracer rounds and anti-aircraft guns opened up on the streaking planes. From this distance they couldn’t hear the distinct firing, only the dull throbbing of far-away gunfire. The two Zeros dove toward the sea. It looked like they’d continue straight into a watery grave, but at the last second the nimble fighters pulled up only feet above the waves. The sea around them erupted with geysers from the cruisers and battleships trying to protect their defenseless transports.

      The zero to the right slowed and fell behind his leader, they were in echelon attack. Caprielli couldn’t tell if they were carrying bombs or only on a strafing run. With all the fire erupting around them he couldn’t believe they were still flying. It looked like suicide. Even if they were successful, there was little chance of escape.

      As he watched, tiny flashes from the lead Zero’s wingtips winked, “They’re strafing the transport.” He watched in morbid fascination as the Zeros’ deadly 20mm cannon ripped into the side of the transport. He could see chunks of the ship falling into the sea. The pilot only got a three second burst off before the plane suddenly and violently shifted and dipped to the left. Guns from the transport itself ripped into the left wing and sheared it in half. In an instant the Zero was lost in a great geyser of sea water.

      Caprielli lifted his right hand in a fist and cheered like he was watching his West Point Army football team scoring a touchdown against Navy, “Yeah, got him.”

      The second Zero opened up. He was higher than his dead comrade, his cannon fire sliced into the bridge of the ship which erupted in glass, metal, fire and smoke. It was a devastating attack lasting only seconds. The Zero flashed over the crippled bridge then went even lower and flashed away across the sea followed by tracers. “Shit, the second one’s getting away,” Caprielli lamented.

      Carver shook his head, “Don’t think so, look to the zero’s two o’clock.” Caprielli pulled the binoculars from his eyes and found what Carver was pointing at. “Those two Corsairs we saw earlier will make quick work of him if they have any more ammo.”

      Caprielli put the binoculars to his eyes and found the two Corsairs angling down towards the fleeing enemy fighter. They were in a perfect position behind and higher than the Jap and they’d be coming directly out of the sun. The Japanese would never see what hit him. The lead Corsair was gaining fast. When he was close enough he opened up with his six, fifty caliber machine guns. It took less than a second, the Zero exploded in mid-air, the wings folded backwards, the engine and propeller skipped along the sea like a child’s skipping stone. The Zero’s fuselage came to rest on the beach. Caprielli whooped, “Hot damn, got him. Those Marines sure can shoot.” The Corsair pulled up and made a lazy victory roll over the beach before turning towards the ridge they were standing on.

      Lieutenant Caprielli dropped the binoculars and ran to the top of the ridge and started jumping up and down, waving to the Corsair pilot as he came closer and closer. Carver couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The Lieutenant was acting like an ass. He yelled, “Get down, get down, he’ll think you’re a Jap.” But it was too late, the pilot had seen him and instead of continuing his turn towards Henderson, he lined up on the ridge.

      Marine Lieutenant Griff McPhearson was piloting the Corsair. He’d just had the easiest kill of his career and that, following the successful bombing of the Jap stronghold off Cape Esperance, was making his day bright. Now another opportunity to kill the enemy was presenting itself. As he was leading his wingman, 2nd Lieutenant Terrance back to Henderson he caught a flash of something out of the corner of his eye. A Jap was on the ridge jumping around like a lunatic. He called Terrance, “Got a target on the ridge at my two o’clock. You got any more ammo?”

      The response was quick, “Roger. Got a half load of fifty, I’ll follow you in.”

      The Corsairs lined up on the ridge. Caprielli saw the gull shaped wings in silhouette as they streaked straight at him. He heard Carver yelling, but he was frozen in place, transfixed by the approaching fighters. The last thing he saw was the winking on the leading edge of the wings. The fifty caliber bullets walked up the ridgeline tearing rock, plants and flesh. The blue Corsair flashed over the cowering squad then rode the ridgeline until disappearing over the edge and out of sight.

      The second Corsair unleashed his six fifty caliber machine guns into the dust cloud of the shredded ridge, but 2nd Lieutenant Terrance had more ammo to expend. Using his rudder pedals, he yawed the aircraft side to side spreading his deadly ordnance across a wide swath.

      He put the plane into a shallow climb and looked over his shoulder. The ridge was covered in a thick layer of dust and debris, he wondered if he’d hit anything.

      The roar of the strafing run and the heavy throb of the passing Corsairs was gone in an instant, replaced by the sound of falling rock and moans of pain. Sergeant Carver lifted his head from behind the boulder he’d dove under, but he couldn’t see more than two feet. The dust was as thick as smoke. He could hear moans coming from the hut area, but when he tried to move, the choking dust sent him into a coughing fit. He lay back down and pulled his bandanna from around his neck and pulled it over his face. He took a deep breath, testing. He could hear the departing Corsairs, they’d had their fun and were returning home. He got onto shaky legs and went to the ridge to search for the Lieutenant.

      With each passing second the dust became less as it settled back to earth. The white powder settled on him making him look like an ashen ghost. He went to where he thought Lieutenant Caprielli would be, but there was nothing there. He backtracked searching the torn up ground for any clue. The dust had settled thick, erasing any signs of blood. He took a step and his boot sank into what felt like soft sand. He looked down and lifted his boot, it came up sticky and wet with blood. Entrails caught on his boot tread lifted from the ground as if he’d stepped on chewed gum.

      He backed away a step and leaned down. He’d found what was left of Lieutenant Caprielli. He shook his head looking further down the slope for the rest of his body, but the dust was still too thick. He looked to where the hut and the rest of his men should be. There was no doubt the Lieutenant was dead. He needed to focus on the living.

      He stumbled his way to the hut. The dust wasn’t as thick here. He heard the soft gurgle of water as the shredded barrel drained its last drops of lifesaving water. He’d have to deal with that later, his priority was finding and treating survivors.

      The first man he came to was a native, the hole in his chest looked like he’d been hit point blank with an exploding grenade. His lifeless eyes were covered in white dust, giving him the look of a crazed zombie. He went to the next man who was face down. He wore a uniform; one of his men. He touched his shoulder and shook him gently, hoping he was only stunned. When he got no response, he turned the man over. His face was gone, replaced with seeping gray matter and white bone. He was unrecognizable. He reached for the man’s neck and found the chain with the dog tags. He pulled them over the soldier’s head and wiped the congealed blood, trying to read the red outlined letters. It was Crandall. He gripped the dog tags and shook his head. He went to the next inert form, another native whose head was gone, only the jagged spine sticking out of the neck. Besides that, the body was perfectly intact. Jesus, am I the only survivor?

      A moan off to his left was coming from the hut. The dust was almost settled now and with it came the heat of the day. He poked his head into the surprisingly intact hut. The western wall was gone, but other than that it was undamaged. Inside, however looked like a butchers’ shop. The grass walls ran thick with blood and the ceiling dripped. A native stared up at the ceiling one leg was gone and he had a deep gash in his neck which exposed the round pipes of his arteries and esophagus. Carver thought that must be where the majority of the blood came from. The dead native’s normally black skin was dull and gray; devoid of blood.

      Another moan from underneath the dead man had Carver pulling the body over and to the side. The skin was dry and cold. Underneath he found the source of the moaning. Captain Morrisey’s eyes were closed; he looked as though he were having an afternoon nap. There wasn’t a drop of blood on him. Carver felt his pulse and checked for chest rise. “Morrisey, wake up, wake up. Are you hit?” When he got no response, he slapped him across the face, “Wake up!”

      He moaned in protest then shot up like he’d been electrified. His eyes were wide as he took in his surroundings. “Wh-what happened?”

      He tried to stand, but Carver pushed him back, “Whoa there, take it easy. You were knocked out, give yourself a minute.” He held him in place until he could focus. “You’re okay, we were attacked by those Corsairs.”

      Morrisey shook his head looking around the hut. His eyes rested on the native’s lifeless body. “Makala,” he said. His mouth downturned and a tear formed in the corner of his eye. “Makala, my friend.”

      Carver didn’t recognize the name or the man. He surmised it must have been the native who’d reported the naval movements. He’d been stationed here to observe and report. “I’m sorry about your man. You’re the only survivor I’ve found so far.” He squeezed Morrisey’s shoulder and exited the hut. With his voice cracking he called out, “Anyone alive?”

      When he got no response, he sat down and put his hands over his eyes rubbing them. What the fuck am I supposed to do now?

      He heard a voice, “Sarge? Is that you?”

      He stood up, “Yeah it’s me, where are you?” He saw a hand waving from down the slope. He took three steps and peered over the side of a short eight foot cliff. Private O'Connor and Corporal Hooper were huddled against the wall covered in a fine mist of white dust. Carver’s relief at finding some of his squad alive made his voice crack. He wiped dust out of his eye, “You, you guys okay?”

      They nodded. Corporal Hooper said, “We were told this was the latrine. We were taking shits. What the fuck happened?”

      “Never mind that, let’s get you up here.” He reached down to give them a hand. The rock cliff was an easy climb and soon they were standing beside Sgt. Carver, surveying the scene. O'Connor said, “Oh my God.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the day was spent sorting out the dead and assessing what supplies remained. The water barrel had been drained except for a half a gallon at the bottom. The barrel wasn’t repairable; they’d have to fill up their canteens as best they could with whatever rain fell.

      Of the eight natives, five were killed. They were laid next to one another awaiting their final journey back to the village. One of the unharmed natives had already left to get help. The American’s had been hit the hardest. Most didn’t have time to take cover. The heavy caliber bullets simply ripped them apart. The original patrol of twelve was cut down to four, not including Welch. Carver, O'Connor, Hooper and the absent Dunphy were all that remained. They buried Crandall, Doc, Troutman, and what they could find of Lt. Caprielli, on the coast side of the ridge and marked the location on the map. They’d pass along the coordinates to graves registration when they were in contact with Division again.

      The somber day was made a little better by the clear view they had of both the American and the Japanese positions. They were specks from this distance, but with Captain Morrisey’s powerful binoculars they were able to see enemy fortifications despite the thick jungle and heavy camouflage. It took careful scanning, but Carver identified three low slung bunkers. He marked them on the map.

      In a stroke of luck Crandall hadn’t been carrying the radio when he was riddled with fifty caliber fire. It had survived the onslaught. O'Connor cleaned the dust from its delicate parts, turned it on and was greeted with the happy sound of static. The frequency hadn’t been moved so when O'Connor spoke into it he got an immediate response from Lieutenant Smote back at Division.

      He handed the piece to Sgt. Carver. “Mother, this is Falcon 6. Over.”

      The response was clear, they were within the radio’s six-mile range and had a clear line of sight to the beach. “Falcon 6 this is mother. That you Lieutenant Caprielli? Over.”

      “Mother, Falcon 6. Negative. Lieutenant Caprielli is KIA. This is Sergeant Carver, I’m in command. Over.”

      “Falcon 6, Mother. Understand Lieutenant Caprielli is KIA. What is your position and situation? Over.”

      Sergeant Carver told him about the past thirty-six hours. When he got him up to speed Lieutenant Smote asked, “Falcon 6, Mother. Your coordinates put you on the ridge overlooking our area of operations, yes? Over.”

      “Affirmative, Mother. I can see everything from up here. Over.”

      “Outstanding. Can you see enemy installations, bunkers, artillery, that sort of thing? Over.”

      “Affirmative. I have visual on three probable bunkers and can direct artillery fire. Over.”

      “Shoot an azimuth on all and we’ll relay the coordinates to the Navy. Over.”

      “Roger. On it. Over” Carver yelled for Hooper to take himself east along the ridge. Once there he shot an azimuth to the targets and brought the numbers back to Carver who shot his own azimuths. With the two separate points the rest was simple geometry. The targets would be at the points where the azimuths met. He called in those coordinates.

      Smote relayed the first set of coordinates to the waiting big guns of the Navy. Carver used Captain Morrisey’s binoculars to look for the billowing smoke of the guns. The distance was far, but he could see the plume of smoke, “Shot out,” he called. He found the first bunker nestled against a hillside in the jungle. He’d almost missed it when he’d first scanned the area, it was well camouflaged, but he’d caught the movement of a soldier relieving himself and marked it as a target. He watched now, waiting to correct the naval fire. There was a black plume of an exploding 203mm shell in the jungle a hundred feet to the west of the target. He looked at his map and was in the process of a correction when Morrisey was next to him. Carver said, “Add fifty and right one hundred.” He waited for the read-back. When he got it he continued, “Fire for effect.” Carver kept his eyes on the bunker this time as Morrisey called it out, “Shot out.”

      Carver watched the explosion hit beside the bunker, “That’s it, fire for effect.” The rolling thunder of big guns finally reached them. The white plumes of smoke belching from the cruiser obscured its sleek hull, barely discernible on the horizon. Carver handed the binoculars to Morrisey who put them to his eyes and watched their handy work. The explosions hit in quick succession sending large plumes of black dirt and green jungle skyward. In amongst the dirt and debris there was a bright flash followed by a larger explosion.

      Morrisey said, “That’s it, targets done. Secondary explosions; I’d say they found some ammo.”

      Sergeant Carver relayed the battle damage assessment. The bunker was reduced to a pile of smoking rubble; no signs of the Japanese soldiers were visible.

      The next target was another bunker, but this one was closer to the allied front line. Carver called in the coordinates, but the Navy was done for the day, they’d be taking up defensive positions away from the shallow strait in case the Japanese decided to show up during the night. Ever since the costly naval battles of late Summer, the US Navy held a healthy respect for the Japanese Navy’s ability to maneuver and shoot at night.

      This target would be handled by the artillery section assigned to Sgt. Carver’s own regiment. He watched the bunker and Morrisey watched for the tell-tale smoke indicating a shot out. He didn’t see it, but Carver saw the impact. It was followed by the dull thump of the shot then the explosion. The shot was close and the correction was minimal. Carver beamed with pride, his boys were shooting well. The lighter guns scored direct hits on the bunker, but the thick Japanese concrete withstood the impacts. Carver wondered what it must be like inside that tomb with 105mm shells slamming into it.

      He called in another round and the bunker disappeared in a flourish of exploding ordnance. When the dust cleared the bunker was still there, but the front had a gaping hole with smoke billowing out of it. It looked to be on fire. He could see the ant-like forms of Japanese soldiers disgorging from the dark hole like cockroaches from light. He spoke into the radio with urgency. “Give ‘em another volley, troops in the open.”

      He handed the binoculars to Morrisey who’d given up on seeing the artillery position. He watched as the rounds fell amongst the Japanese troops, tearing them limb from limb and in some cases, vaporizing them. “My God,” he whispered.

      Carver said into the radio, “Nice shooting; spot on. That ruined their day.” He signed off in the fading light.

      The sun was setting on the horizon and Morrisey and Carver watched it sizzle into the sea. Captain Morrisey rubbed his face and scratched his beard. Sergeant Carver knew he was thinking about the men he’d lost. “Real sorry about your men, Captain.”

      Morrisey watched the sun, “Yours too.” He ground his teeth, “What a fool of a man, your Lieutenant Caprielli.”

      Sergeant Carver didn’t want to kick the man while he was down. He’d already paid the ultimate price. “Damndest things happen in war.” He shook his head. “What’re you planning on doing?”

      He sighed, “When my men return for the bodies, I’ll return with them to the village. There’ll be a lot of sadness. The men were well-loved and will be sent off in high fashion. Feasting and dancing will help them along their way. Your men should come too; we’ll honor your fallen, along with your Lieutenant, who is blameless in death.”

      “My orders are to stay here and keep calling in these strikes as our guys slug it out down there. I can’t leave this post.” A cool breeze came up from below, carrying with it the smell of the sea. “The higher-ups didn’t mention it, but I’m sure they will. Are you still planning on waging your own private war up here, or will you join us?”

      Morrisey stood up and crossed his arms. The sun’s final sliver slipped beneath the sea. “You can see what joining up with you has done. I’ve lost more men in the last two days than the previous six months. I’ll harass the enemy as I see fit. I won’t become a pawn for your generals down there.” He motioned towards the beach with his head. The word ‘generals’ came out like a curse word.

      Carver stood beside him and extended his hand, “I don’t blame you, Sir, not one bit. I’d like to ask you one more favor though.” Morrisey cocked his head waiting. “When you take your dead out tomorrow will you take Corporal Hooper back with you? I need him to fetch my soldier, Private Dunphy. It hasn’t been a week, but with my KIA I’ll need every man I can get up here.”

      Morrisey nodded, “I’d forgotten about that bloke. He can come along and we’ll escort him to Chief Ahio’s village, but I can’t guarantee your Dunphy will be released.”

      “There’s nothing you can say? Don’t you hold sway over his village? I can’t just abandon him. He’s an asshole, but he’s my soldier. I’m responsible for him.”

      Morrisey nodded, “I quite understand. I do have some influence and I’ll see what I can do, but once a decree has been laid down it’s not easily overturned, even by myself.”

      Carver nodded. “By the time Hooper gets there, Dunphy will have served five days. That’s a working week back in the U.S.”

      Morrisey smiled, “I doubt Chief Ahio will see the distinction, but like I said, I’ll see what I can do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Private Dunphy watched his squad leave the village without him. He couldn’t believe this was happening, they’re really abandoning me to these people? Not a single man gave him a parting glance. Not even O’Connor, with whom he thought he’d formed a bond. They’d been through a lot of shit together yet he didn’t so much as flinch when his sentence of slavery was passed down. This is total horseshit. I’m a member of the U.S. Army for God’s sake, and a Dunphy.

      The thought of his parents flashed through his mind. They’d never believe the predicament they’d put him into. Why’d they let me join? Why hadn’t they apologized and pulled him out of that recruiting line? He tried to remember what caused the rift, but couldn’t. He shook his head, all this and I can’t even remember what I was mad about. If he had the chance he’d undo whatever he’d done to get himself here.

      With his squad gone he looked at the villagers. They were milling around giving him quick glances. When he tried to make eye contact they’d look away like scared children. Maybe this won’t be so bad. I’ll use my Dunphy confidence and make them work for me for the next week.

      He lifted his chin and pointed at the Chief who was standing outside his hut chewing on a shoot of grass. He walked up to him and said, “Now see here, I’m no one’s slave. The way I see it this will be a week’s vacation away from the Army.” The chief stared at him only catching a few words. Dunphy pointed to an unused hut, “I’ll stay over there out of your way. You won’t even know I’m here.”

      The Chief yelled, “Nogat spik.”

      The harsh voice stopped Dunphy. He raised his hands, “I don’t know what you’re saying, darkie, I…”

      “Nogat tok.” And the Chief slapped Dunphy across the face with his big hand.

      Even though Dunphy was a trained boxer, he never saw it coming. He whirled around and fell to his knees. He put his hand to his mouth and pulled back blood. His blood boiled and he came up swinging. He gave the Chief a quick right jab to the chin then a shot to the belly. The Chief’s eyes went wide and he reeled backwards. Dunphy went to press his advantage, but four men grabbed him and wrestled him to the ground. More natives gathered around and started clubbing him with thick lengths of wood. He tried to cover himself, but the blows were coming from every direction. He screamed and took the beating. It was over in less than a minute, but seemed an eternity.

      The Chief stopped the men with a quick word. He kneeled and lifted him by the hair. He looked into his bloody face and shook his head, “Nogat,” then he pinched his lips together, “tok.” He tilted his head as if asking, “Understand?”

      Dunphy nodded, guess I’m not allowed to talk. He picked himself up off the dirt. He felt like he’d been in the worst boxing match of his life. He didn’t think anything was broken, but he knew he’d be sore as hell in the morning. He looked at Chief Ahio, who nodded and said, “Em tasol. Tekewe.”

      The native men grabbed him under the arm and took him to the hut he’d pointed out. Once inside the men stripped him down to his underwear. They laughed and pointed at his shaking white legs. He clenched his jaw, but didn’t let his anger get the best of him. He doubted he could take another beating.

      They folded and stacked his clothes and left him alone. He looked around the empty hut. He wondered if they’d bring him something to sleep on; maybe some of those furs he’d seen in Ahio’s hut. He looked at the ceiling and could see two large holes that would do nothing to stop the torrential rains that were sure to come during his stay. I wonder where my rifle is?

      He peered out his rickety door and saw the men trotting back across the compound towards him. He backed away and looked for some kind of weapon. He shook his head; it would be useless to fight them. There was no escape; he wouldn’t last an hour without shoes, clothes, or a weapon. Even if he got away they’d easily track him then he’d get another beating. If by some miracle he found his squad they’d only turn him around and send him back. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He was just going to have to accept his sentence and live out the week with these heathens. At least I’m not fighting the Japs, he thought.

      The men burst through the door, smiled and threw a garment onto the ground in front of him. He picked it up. It was the same loincloth they wore. They mimicked him putting it on and he nodded. He took off his underwear and slipped it on. He tied the cord and looked down at himself; he’d gone native. The others smiled and nodded their approval.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After two days living with the natives, Dunphy started to get the feel for their language. It wasn’t as difficult and foreign as he first thought. A lot of words were English and the rest were combinations of sounds that made sense. For instance, ‘Thank you’ was ‘tenkyu.’ Dunphy found if he closed his eyes and listened to the flow of the language he could pick up the gist of most conversations. He was able to avoid more beatings with his newfound language skills. After the first day he was beaten two more times for not doing something when asked. Perhaps the key to learning languages quickly is simply a matter of having it beat into you, he mused.

      His days were spent doing menial tasks for his captors. He’d be awakened early, before light with a jab to the ribs. He’d pull firewood from the great stacks behind the village and bring it to the cooking stations. He’d help serve breakfast, which usually consisted of boiled roots and some unknown dried meat. Once the men were served, the women ate. Then it was his turn. The portions were small, leaving him hungry. When he was done, he’d police up dishes and clean them. Then the men would drag him along for the daily hunt. He wasn’t allowed a weapon and still didn’t know where his M1 was. He would follow behind trying to stay as quiet as possible. It didn’t seem to matter how careful he was, he always got withering looks as he made his way through the narrow jungle paths.

      When the men found their prey, whether a snake, a lizard or a pig, he would be the one to carry the bulk of it back to camp. He cringed when the natives draped a huge snake as big around as his leg and so long they had to wrap it around his neck three times. The weight was too much for one man so the tail was strung out to two more men behind him. He carried the bulk of the ghastly thing around his neck.  The awful feel of its skin was soon forgotten as he struggled to walk under the burden. By the time he got back to the village his legs were shaking and felt like noodles. There was no rest for the weary, though. With close supervision and the occasional smack to the back of the head, he learned how to skin and prepare a snake for eating.

      After the hunt, he was put to work patching and repairing huts. Since he had no idea how to even start such a project, he would end up standing by and holding tools or handing them things they needed. He spent a lot of time moving back and forth between the creek filling flasks for the working men. The natives yelled at him whenever he wasn’t moving fast enough. They were worse than his drill instructors back in basic. They took great pleasure in ordering a white man around, something none of them had ever done and would probably never do again.

      At midday the men would lay down for an afternoon nap. The days were hottest during this time and an hour of rest out of the direct sunlight was a relief. He was never allowed the nap though. He would be put to work doing menial tasks like stacking fire wood, or rewashing already clean dishes.

      In the evening he was put to work preparing the evening meal. He was constantly scolded by the women who tittered and laughed at his clumsy hands and terrible culinary skills. The women were harsher than the men with their cutting remarks and hateful eyes. They never struck him though; he was still a man.

      On the second night he laid down on the palm fronds he’d collected and closed his eyes. His body was exhausted and sore from his beatings and the hard work. Any thought of escape was gone. He was too sore to even contemplate running and he had no place to go. He’d wait for his squad to return.

      He was almost asleep when he sat bolt upright with a terrifying thought, what if the squad gets ambushed and killed? What if they never return? Will I ever leave this place?

      He decided that would be a fate worse than death. He groaned and lay onto his aching back, but before he could close his eyes there was someone coming through the door. He pretended he was asleep; they couldn’t make him do more work at this late hour could they? They have to let me sleep, don’t they?

      The intruder took two quiet steps towards him. He opened his right eye. This was unlike them; usually they’d burst in and kick him, not sneak. What’s this all about? He almost jumped when he felt small hands touch his chest. He knew immediately it was a woman. He sat up quickly trying to see in the pitch blackness. The hands caressed his chest and then pushed him to his back. The soft voice said, “Sikrapim bel bilong.”

      He shook his head; this was how he got into the predicament in the first place. He tried to push her away, but she was persistent. She had his loin cloth off in an instant and massaged his manhood until there was no going back. He shut his eyes and stopped resisting. She straddled him. It only took a couple of minutes before the lovemaking was done. He was breathing hard, sweat coming off him in tiny rivers. He couldn’t believe he’d gone so fast in his battered state. During the lovemaking his aches and pains had disappeared, but when she laid beside him they came flooding back and he moaned. She took it as pleasure and she nuzzled into his neck and they were both asleep in minutes.
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        * * *

      

      When one of the natives burst through his door before light, he sat up in a panic. He looked around the dim room, but the woman was gone. She must have left during the night. Or had it been a dream? He sighed in relief. He had no idea what Chief Ahio would say if he knew he’d been with his daughter again. Probably cut his balls off and hang them next to his shrunken heads.

      He stood, every muscle in his body protesting. He felt around for his loin cloth and wrapped it around his waist and tied it. He was getting used to the comfort of these simple garments. The native said something in Pidgin which he took to mean, ‘go get firewood’. When he went in that direction and there was no yelling, he’d guessed right.

      It was just getting light; the air was the coolest it would be which wasn’t saying much. He pulled the loin cloth to the side and pissed into the jungle. His spray went in all directions until it settled down. He shook his head thinking about the woman who’d visited him. He was convinced it was Lela, Chief Ahio’s daughter, but in the darkness,  he couldn’t be one hundred percent sure. He shuddered as his stream came to a halt. He was about to continue to the wood pile when he heard talking coming from his right. He hesitated trying to listen. He thought he recognized Chief Ahio’s voice and another familiar voice he hadn’t heard in a while.

      His curiosity peaked; he took a few steps towards the conversation. The voices were easier to hear now, speaking in Pidgin, he couldn’t decipher every word, but he definitely recognized the second voice. He carefully peered around the corner and confirmed his suspicions. Thomas Welch was across from Ahio talking quickly. They were twenty feet away, he couldn’t make out anything they were saying in their rapid fire Pidgin. He wondered if the squad had come back early for him. His hopes rose and he was about to approach and ask that very question, but his instincts told him not to disturb them. Welch wasn’t here for him. There was something else going on and he had the distinct feeling it was meant to stay between Welch and Chief Ahio. As Dunphy watched, Welch pulled the the M1 carbine he had slung over his shoulder and with two hands held it out to Chief Ahio. He smiled and took the weapon, holding it up and feeling the weight.

      Dunphy felt better. He’d witnessed one of the reasons they were out here in the first place; to arm the natives with better weapons. Welch was helping his squad complete the mission.

      He watched for another ten seconds as Welch took the Chief through the ins and outs of the carbine. Dunphy put the incident out of his mind and went back to what promised to be another long day of back breaking work.
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      The men spent the night on the ridge. As darkness enveloped them, Carver thought about the men he’d lost. Out of the twelve that started he only had four left. This mission was fucked up the moment they stepped out of the Division’s shadow.

      The original mission to bring the natives together as an effective guerrilla force wasn’t happening. He picked mud out from under his fingernails, hell, Morrisey’s got ‘em better off than we ever could. They’d probably win the war by themselves if they were left to it.

      He remembered hearing Welch’s crazy idea to launch an attack toward the mountains where he said a large number of Japs were. He’d been ignored and as far as he could tell there was no such Japanese force. If there was they’d be in amongst them on this ridge. He wondered about that. He’d have to bring it up to Welch when he saw him again. If I see him again. Morrisey didn’t seem too pleased with him. He wondered if he’d suddenly disappear. He didn’t think Morrisey operated that way. He was usually a pretty good judge of character, but he’d been wrong before.

      He lay down and tried to get some sleep, but the vision of Lieutenant Caprielli’s body in pieces, scattered across the ridge kept popping into his head. He’d never had nightmares or been affected by death, but there was something about the Lieutenant’s torn up body that was keeping him awake. Maybe it was the stupid way he died, jumping around like some high school cheerleader. What the fuck was he thinking?

      He sat up grabbed his carbine and crawled to the nearest hole. O’Connor whispered, “Who goes there? Identify.”

      “It’s me, numbnuts.”

      “Sorry Sarge. What are you doing here? It’s not time to switch.”

      He crawled into the hole with him and looked out over the valley below. The occasional flash from a distant gun in the jungle made the battleground almost beautiful. There was a sliver of a moon and its glow made the distant ocean glimmer. Carver thought he could see the shape of a navy ship’s silhouette, but he was probably imagining things. “I can’t sleep. I’ll take your watch. I was going to be your relief so I’ll take two shifts.” He put his big hand on O’Connor’s shoulder, “Go get some sleep, son.”

      O’Connor nodded and crawled back the way Carver had come. He was glad for the early call; he was barely able to keep his eyes open.
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        * * *

      

      When morning came the men tore into C-rations and had breakfast. They were stiff and groggy. Sergeant Carver wasn’t the only one having trouble sleeping. Hooper tore open a hard D-bar and tried to tear off a chunk. The thing looked like a hard hunk of shit. It was supposed to be chocolate, but tasted like bitter cocoa. Its one attribute was its high calorie count. The villagers had been supplementing their rations with rice and dried meats, but now they were back to their C-rats and D-bars. “Never thought I’d miss that smoked iguana or whatever the hell that stuff was.”

      O’Connor nodded as he spooned something resembling food into his mouth. “We’ve got enough food to last us a long time now…” He trailed off remembering the reason for the extra food.

      Carver sat down beside them in the growing light. “Morrisey’s men should be back any second to take their dead. Hooper, I want you to go with him. He’s gonna take you to the other village to get that dumb ass Dunphy.”

      Hooper nodded, “I’m ready when they are, Sarge.”

      As the sun came up the shadows across the lowlands lit up the smoking battlefield. Carver put the binoculars to his eyes and scanned. He could barely make out parked vehicles of the 164th Regiment. He glassed forward until he spotted holes he knew to be foxholes on the front line. He continued glassing towards the Japanese lines. There was no movement, which wasn’t a good thing. The Japanese were happy to sit back in their fortified positions and kill the exposed G.I.s and Marines as they tried to advance.

      He put the radio to his ear and tried checking in, but nothing happened. There wasn’t any static. “We got anymore batteries, Corporal?”

      Hooper shook his head, “We have three more back in the village.”

      Carver cussed, should’ve thought about that yesterday. He hoped the natives would be bringing them this morning, otherwise their mission was over. He thought maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Getting off the mountain and into his old unit would be a relief. With only the four of them he felt like his ass was hanging in the wind. What could four men do?

      He heard the sound of aircraft and looked up to see a flight of fighters circling above the sea. He put his glass to them, carrier based F4 Wildcats. He hadn’t seen any carrier based aircraft for days. With them back in the fight maybe they could punch through the Jap lines and kick them all the way to Cape Esperance.

      The din of the distant airplane engines increased and he looked towards Henderson field. He could see B-17s lifting off and scratching for altitude out over the sea. Seven of them circled and formed up under the watchful eye of the Wildcats. He wondered if Division was trying to call him for bombing targets. He clenched his fist. He could see a plume of dust in the Japanese rear area. It was probably a large contingent of vehicles, but he was powerless to tell the bombers about them. He wondered if they would see it on their own.

      Ten minutes later his question was answered; the bombers veered towards land lining up on the Japanese front line. They were almost flying directly at the ridge. When they were nearing the line, he could see their bomb-bay doors open and tiny black shapes tumbled towards earth. The five hundred-pound bombs plowed into the jungle sending great geysers of dirt and trees high into the air. If they were on target the Japs were catching hell. He’d endured the same thing the first weeks stationed around Henderson. There was no feeling more terrifying or helpless than waiting for a string of bombs to hit. Under his breath he said, “Fuck you Tojo.”

      He heard Hooper say, “looks like Morrisey’s guys are back.”

      He let the binoculars dangle from his neck and turned. There were ten men with somber faces, some carrying handmade stretchers. The others had their hands full of the rest of their gear. He grunted, “O’Connor, see if you can find the radio batteries.”

      O’Connor threw the C-rat box into the bottom of his hole and went to the men. He started rifling through bags. He found the batteries and brought a fresh one to Carver. He tried to contact the regiment again and this time he got a weak response. The bombers were circling back to the airfield lining up for landing and rearming.

      Lieutenant Smote’s voice crackled over the radio, “Where you been, Falcon 6? Over.”

      “We’re running out of batteries up here. Over.”

      “Good to have you back, we’re making a push soon, you have any targets for us? Over.”

      He put the glasses to his eyes again and scanned. “I can’t see anything except dust from the bombers. I can’t see the line. Over.”

      “Understand, target obscured. How about movement behind the line? Over.”

      He glassed that way and shook his head, “Nothing moving. Saw a dust cloud a half hour ago, probably vehicles moving, but it’s gone now. No targets to report. Over.”

      “How far behind the line can you see? Over.”

      “About a mile behind their front line. The land makes a southerly turn, can’t see anything after that. Over.”

      “Wait one. Over.”

      He waited, continuing to glass the area for targets. He was limited, the battle lines had slowly moved west. If this push was successful he’d be unable to call out more targets.

      The radio came to life in his hands. “Falcon 6, are you able to move? Over.”

      He looked at his two men, they were tired, but physically fine. “Affirmative. We’re able to move. Where do you want us to go? Over.”

      The radio crackled out coordinates. “It’s the next hill to the west. It’s not far as the crow flies, about four miles, but it looks like you’ll have to traverse a valley between the ridge you’re on and the hill. Do you see it? Over.”

      There was a copse of tall trees blocking his view of the hill, but he knew which one he was talking about. He confirmed it with a quick look at his topographical map. It was an ancient map, the year on the bottom, 1921, but big land masses were easily identified and the ridge and the hill were there. “I know the hill. Over.”

      “We think you’ll have a good view of the Jap’s rear from there. Over.”

      Carver traced the distance from the hill to the Japanese held area to the west. He gave a low whistle. “That hill’s damned close to the Jap lines. Do we know if it’s occupied? Over.”

      “There’s been nothing suggesting it’s being used by the Japs. Can you get there? Over.”

      He nodded, “Can do, Sir. We’ll leave at the earliest and report in when we get there. Over.”

      “Roger,” was the only response.

      He handed the radio to O’Connor and walked to Captain Morrisey who was supervising the loading of his fallen men. The corpses had lost their lustrous black skin, replaced with graying bloated and cracked skin.

      Sergeant Carver told him of his new orders. Morrisey held his hand to his forehead, shielding the sun and looked towards the distant hill. He scowled, “That hill’s cursed, Sergeant.”

      Carver squinted, “Cursed, sir? How do you mean?”

      “My men won’t go near it. I went up there a couple years ago to see what all the fuss was about. Couldn’t get anyone to come with me. It’s superstition, but I must say the place did have an eerie feel to it. Probably influenced by all the dire warnings I got.”

      “So your men won’t know if the Japs are sitting up there?”

      He shook his head, “Fraid not, but I’d be surprised if they aren’t. It’s high ground and close to their troop concentrations I should think. Why wouldn’t they be there?”

      Sergeant Carver sighed. “Well that’s where we’re going.”

      He pulled the binoculars from around his neck and held them out to Morrisey who shook his head. “Keep them, Sergeant. I’ll get them back when you’re off that hill.”

      “Thanks.” He put them back around his neck. “I’m not leaving until Hooper gets back with Dunphy. I’ll need all the men I can get for this one.”

      The dead were loaded, a native at each end of a stretcher staring straight ahead. “If your chap’s ready to go, we’ll be heading back,” said Morrisey.

      Hooper spoke up, “Ready when you are, Sir.” He had his carbine in his hand. “Lead on, Macduff.”

      Morrisey laughed, “Didn’t peg you as a Shakespeare fan, son.”

      Corporal Hooper looked at him, “Shakespeare? Nah that’s from a comic book. Think it was Batman.”

      Morrisey shook his head, “Of course.” He took a long stride and the whole procession moved down the ridge towards the village.

      Carver called to Hooper, “Don’t dilly dally, we need to move off this position ASAP.” Hooper waved his acknowledgment.

      The distant sound of another artillery strike filled the morning. Carver put the binoculars to his eyes and watched the 105mm rounds walking back and forth along the Japanese line. He thought the Japs must be dug in deep, he couldn’t see any movement at all, only the great dirt and fire geysers tearing up the earth. When the artillery stopped, he watched in morbid fascination as the American line moved cautiously forward. He passed the glasses to O’Connor who was watching for any unwanted guests coming up the ridge behind them. “The big push is starting.”

      O’Connor took the glasses and lay down to better support his arms. He scanned back and forth then whistled. “Looks like an army of ants from up here.” He continued watching for five minutes. “Looks like a cakewalk. Far as I can tell they’re not meeting any resistance.”

      He handed them back to Carver. He held them for another five minutes. “I think you’re right. Maybe they bugged out?”
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        * * *

      

      On the ground Captain Blade was leading his Baker Company against the Japanese front line. His company was wedged against the sea on his right and Able Company on his left. He was dreading this morning, he knew he’d lose men today, but he’d be damned if he’d sit in the rear like some traffic cop. He took the term “combat leader” literally. He was in the mix, leading them to battle.

      They’d advanced twenty yards over the chewed up jungle and hadn’t taken any fire. He expected the chatter of the deadly Nambu machines guns, but they were silent. He kept moving forward; maybe they’d caught them sleeping. He increased his pace, the men followed. Thirty yards and still nothing; no resistance. He held his Thompson sub machine gun at the ready as he started passing foxholes he assumed were Japanese forward observation posts, they were empty. My God, the Japs have bugged out.

      His heart raced and he waved his men forward. They were gaining more ground than they’d gained in three days of hard fighting. He could see the looming shapes of bunkers still in the distance. He expected the dark gun ports to start winking deadly fire at him any second. His radio man tapped him on the shoulder, “Sir, the colonel wants an update.”

      He kneeled down letting his men continue forward around him. “Keep advancing, Lieutenant,” he said to one of his platoon leaders. “Don’t out-pace Able Company, no gaps.”

      He was almost giddy when he spoke with Colonel Sinclair. “Sir, we’re not finding any resistance. It looks like they pulled back last night. Over.” He listened to the Colonel, Yes sir, I can see the bunker line ahead, but we’re taking no, repeat, no fire from them.” He listened, “Yes, Sir, we’ll take the bunkers and report. Over.”

      He handed the radio back to his radioman. He stood up and yelled to his slowing men. “Move forward, move to the bunkers!” He took a step then heard the unmistakable sound of incoming artillery. Shit. His men were in the open running towards the bunkers still three hundred yards away. He screamed, “Take cover! Incoming! Take cover!”

      He pushed his radioman into the crook of a fallen palm tree and tucked in behind. All around him men were scrambling for cover. This section of the advance was on the edge of a pre-war coconut plantation. The ground was churned up by multiple artillery and bomb strikes. Coconut trees lay everywhere uprooted and torn apart by direct hits.

      Captain Blade held his helmet tight over his head as the first 105mm shell landed amongst his men. The ground shook and he felt himself lifted off the ground then slammed back down. The first was followed immediately by another and another. He couldn’t hear himself, but he screamed. They’d been lured into the open to be cut apart like rag-dolls by pre-plotted artillery fire.

      The artillery kept falling all along the line. He lifted his head to try to assess what was happening. He saw one of his men, was it Reynolds? He was thrown into the air, his torso a mass of blood. He grit his teeth and saw another man staring at him with wide eyes fifteen feet away. He looked like a scared child. He thought the man’s name was Travis, but he couldn’t be sure. There were so many young men out here. He tried to give him a reassuring look. He tried to smile, but it came off like a grimace. Suddenly the boy disappeared in a red hot flash. Blade was covered with dirt, debris and human parts. He yelled a long desperate, “Nooo!”

      When the dirt cleared he looked to the spot; there was nothing, only a smoking hole. He felt tears fill the corners of his eyes. He was helpless, the dirt piled on him, trying to suffocate him. He put his head down and screamed into the rotting jungle floor.

      The barrage lasted 7 minutes. It was the heaviest artillery barrage any of the men had seen. When it ended it seemed the entire world took a deep breath. Captain Blade lifted his head, dirt cascaded off his helmet. He looked forward trying to shake the cobwebs out of his head. His ears were screaming, like a tidal wave siren was going off inside his skull. He couldn’t catch his breath. He was hyperventilating, the weight on his back making it hard to breathe. He put his arms beneath himself in push-up position and pushed his torso up. Dirt, leaves and jungle slid off him. He extracted himself, found his Thompson which was still clean beneath his body. He tried to yell an order, give a command, but it only came out as a moan.

      Something snapped past his head, was that a bee? Another went by. He saw the downed tree in front of him erupt like some invisible hammer was smashing it. He was confused, then his head cleared and he realized what he was seeing. On his knees he looked through the settling dust and saw the darkened gun ports of the bunkers winking with light. All along his shredded line men were dazedly standing, getting their bearings, then being cut down by ruthless machine gun fire.

      Pouring through the gaps in the bunkers were Japanese soldiers with fixed bayonets on their rifles. Captain Blade shook his head and finally found his voice, “Fall back, fall back!” He reached for his radioman who’d been lying beside him. He found him under the dirt and gave his arm a pull. It came out of the dirt easily, too easily. He held his severed arm. He needed that radio, had to get more men up here to stop the attacking Japanese. He dug out the rest of his radioman and using his K-bar knife cut the straps of the backpack. He pulled the radio, it was slick with blood. He put the headpiece to his ear, but he couldn’t hear anything except the ringing in his ears. He lifted the radio and turned it towards him. He dropped it and cursed, there were three large smoking holes in it. “Fall back, fall back!” he screamed again.

      Men started hearing him and started reacting. At first, they wobbled and trotted, but as their heads cleared and the adrenalin kicked in they started running. “Back to your holes, back to your holes!”

      The eyes of the men running past him weren’t human; they were scared animals. If he didn’t reign them in they’d run all the way back to Australia. He grabbed a man running past and threw him to the ground, yelling in his face. “Covering fire!” Blade popped up and laid a long burst towards the charging Japanese. He didn’t know if he hit anything, but he slowed them down.

      The man he’d pulled down was still wide-eyed, but the crazy was being replaced by the eyes of a soldier. He put his M1 to his shoulder and emptied his clip into the Japs. Soon other men were joining in, dropping behind cover to shoot the screaming Japanese, then falling back to another position. Most of the men were still panicked, but the Japs weren’t advancing as fast now that they were taking casualties.

      Blade stayed with the soldier covering each other and moving back, shooting, moving. The line of enemy soldiers was close. Blade aimed from behind a big palm and was surprised to see a Japanese soldier only yards away coming straight for him, bayonet leading. He pulled the trigger and five forty-five caliber bullets slammed the soldier backwards into another charging soldier. This one scrambled over his fallen comrade and lunged. Blade leaned back behind the tree and watched the bayonet and rifle glance off it harmlessly. As the soldiers’ momentum moved him past the tree, Blade backstroked him with the butt of his Thompson. The soldier’s head crumpled like an overripe melon, sending his eyes squirting from his skull.

      Another screaming Japanese soldier was on him. Blade only had time to turn his head enough to see that he’d take the bayonet in his gut. He braced for the impact, but it never came. The soldier covering him was standing in front of him pumping rounds into the Japanese soldier’s body. Blade slammed another magazine in and primed his weapon. There were targets everywhere. He knew he would die soon, like so many of his men had today, but he was done running. He’d die in place beside this soldier.

      He chose his targets, firing in short bursts to preserve ammo. He’d take as many of the bastards with him as he could. The M1 of the soldier beside him pinged and he yelled, “Last clip, Sir.”

      Blade shot at a running man who disappeared behind a downed log. He sighted on another soldier to his left who was ramming his bloody bayonet repeatedly into one of his men. He pulled the trigger sending him to hell. Another Jap in the open, running hard, he led him slightly and pulled the trigger. Only one shot and the pin slammed against an empty chamber. He reached to his ammo belt, but he knew he was out of ammo. He pulled his K-bar and put his hand on the soldier’s arm, who was busy burning through his last clip. “It’s been an honor serving beside you, soldier.”

      The Japanese went over them like an ocean wave around a delicate sand castle, leaving only death and destruction.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Carver watched the advance from his vantage point on the ridge. From this distance the men were mere dots, but those dots were advancing unopposed. He felt a knot form in his stomach, something didn’t feel right. It was too easy. He fanned the binoculars to the bunker line. He could barely see two of the low-slung concrete structures. They looked like children’s toys. He’d directed artillery onto them earlier, but they proved to be too thick and well-built. Even with 105mm shells raining down on them, they were still operational.

      He scanned further west searching for the Japanese forces, but his view ended with the curving point of land. He couldn’t see anything beyond the bunkers. Why would the Japs give up the bunkers?

      He pondered calling Division to tell them his fears, but thought better of it. He was a lowly sergeant; they wouldn’t be interested in his gut feeling. Besides, the advance was in full swing and it would be a mistake to stall it.

      His fears were realized when he saw the first shells falling amongst the troops. They were out in the open getting shredded by zeroed in artillery. He didn’t want to watch, but he couldn’t pull the binoculars away. His knuckles turned white as his grip tightened.

      Behind him O’Connor turned to the dull thump of artillery. “Holy shit, are those our guys under that?”

      Carver dropped the binoculars and they swayed beneath the neck strap. He rubbed his forehead, “They’re getting torn to shit. It’s a trap.” He quickly brought the glasses back to his eyes. “When the arty stops they’ll probably send a counter-attack. Get over here and get ready on the radio. We’ll call it in when we see those yellow bastards.”

      The barrage seemed to last forever, neither of them had seen such a devastating display of Japanese firepower.

      Finally, the barrage stopped. Carver watched the bunkers knowing what was coming. “Get ready on the radio.”

      “I’m ready, Sarge.”

      Carver pointed, “There they are. Get them on the horn and give them fire-mission Alpha; they’re at the bunker complex. It’s close to our guys, but it’s the only chance they’ve got.” O’Connor called it in and waited for confirmation. It was taking too long; the troops would be mixed soon. “What the fuck’s taking so long?”

      “They’re checking, I don’t know.” Carver’s grip on the binoculars threatened to crush them. O’Connor listened intently to the radio; they’d finally come back with a reply. He gave Carver a wide-eyed look, “Say again.” He listened, his own hand squeezing the headset, “We’ve got Japs in the open streaming past the bunkers, our guys need the fire support or they’ll be overrun.” He listened and threw the headset down. Carver looked at him with narrowed eyes shooting daggers. “The fucking pricks won’t fire, think they’ll hit our troops.”

      Carver’s face turned red, “Why the hell we up here if they’re not gonna listen to us, goddamnit?” He pressed the glasses to his eyes. “Our guys are retreating, they’re in full retreat. The Japs are right on their tails…oh my God.” He handed the glasses to O’Connor and took the radio handset. “Mother, this is falcon 6. Fire mission Alpha minus one hundred.”

      The response came back, “Negative Falcon 6. That’s on our troops. Fire mission denied.”

      “I can see the battle. We’re in full retreat. You rear echelon types better fix bayonets ‘cause they’ll be at your doorstep in minutes.”

      There was a twenty second pause, then the response, “Roger. Fire mission approved. Standby for shot out.” fifteen seconds passed. “Shot out.”

      Carver watched as the 105mm howitzer shell exploded amongst the tiny dots below. “That’s it. You’re right on ‘em. Pour it on.”

      The barrage lasted 6 minutes, he spotted the shells along the Jap advance which finally broke and ground to a halt. The counter attack ended in the same spot they’d occupied the day before. On paper the lines hadn’t moved, but it was clearly a Japanese victory.

      The two companies of the 164th were cut to half strength. Able and Baker companies were melded into one company. The attack had left the Division weakened by a full company and they hadn’t gained a yard.

      Sergeant Carver felt drained by the whole experience. “We’ve gotta get to that hill before we make another push. We’ve gotta find that Jap artillery or we’ll never take this shitty island.”

      “Why aren’t our guys shooting counter-battery?”

      Sergeant Carver gruffly replied, “Must be out of range, that’s the only explanation. They don’t feel obligated to keep me up to date, private.” He pulled a C-ration from his pack and walked off a couple yards, “Keep watch, I’m eating lunch.”
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      Corporal Hooper and Captain Morrisey’s men were back to the village by midday. As they entered they were met by the entire village. They formed a solemn line and watched as the procession walked by. There were no tears only stony faces watching the procession. Once they were in the center the bodies were placed on the ground in parallel lines. The bearers stepped back and the dead were encircled by the living. The old Chief started a low chant.

      Hooper watched from the outside of the circle as the lined face of the Chief looked up to the sky and he lifted his calloused hands to whatever god he was addressing. His voice, at first whispery and barely a murmur, built until a strong baritone filled every ear. Hooper marveled that the small frail man could have such a voice living inside him. There was power within it and Hooper couldn’t tear himself away. It was soothing yet stirring and he didn’t want it to end. But soon it did and an eerie silence filled the village.

      The Chief’s arms stayed extended and he closed his eyes. Hooper thought his shoulders must be burning, but the old Chief didn’t falter. Finally, he slowly dropped his hands and opened his eyes. It was a signal because the women rushed forward and wailing broke out like a dam had burst. The women kneeled beside the dead men and cried. Hooper lowered his head feeling like an outsider.

      Morrisey touched his arm and he gave a start. “Easy does it. We should go to Ahio’s village or we’ll have to make the return trip in the dark.”

      Hooper nodded. He drained the rest of his canteen. “I’ll fill this and I’m ready.”
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        * * *

      

      The walk to Chief Ahio’s village was uneventful. The four natives who were along, patrolled quickly and without fear of Japanese patrols. Hooper figured the enemy activity had dropped off because of the American offensive along the coast. Every soldier was needed to defend the line. He wondered if the Japs were curious as to the fate of the patrol Morrisey and his men dispatched a few days ago.

      The patrol entered the village without having seen any sentries. Hooper thought they must either feel secure or be foolhardy. Morrisey and his men were escorted to the center of the village. The villagers weren’t unfriendly, but they weren’t overly pleased to see them either. Morrisey commented on it to Hooper. “Blokes seem rather cool to our arrival wouldn’t you say?” Hooper was unfamiliar so shrugged. His carbine was slung, but he caressed the stock assuring it was within easy reach. Morrisey’s men also seemed to pick up on the feeling, their muscles taut, their eyes flitting around the camp.

      Chief Ahio was summoned and Morrisey brightened and approached him. He waved hello and in Pidgin said, “Chief Ahio, good to see you again so soon.” Ahio didn’t return his smile only nodded his acknowledgment. “Well, I suppose I’ll get right to the point.” He gestured to Corporal Hooper, “The corporal is here to collect Private Dunphy.”

      Ahio stiffened. He looked to the sky then back down and shook his head. In his low guttural Pidgin, he responded, “The time has not yet passed.”

      Morrisey frowned. “You know of our losses?” He knew Ahio had an intricate chain of intelligence gatherers just like he did. Ahio would have known about the ridge attack as soon as his own village had.

      Ahio nodded, “A sad loss of life.”

      “Yes, the Americans lost men too and now they are leaving. They won’t leave their man behind. He’s one of their soldiers and is needed for their continued mission.” Ahio frowned and told his men to bring Dunphy.

      He came out of the jungle with a load of firewood. He looked confused being interrupted from his chores. Corporal Hooper couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Dunphy had gone native. He was naked from the waist up. He hadn’t shaved and he wore a native style skirt tied with a crude piece of twine. He was filthy, his white skin streaked with mud, ash and dirt. He wanted to laugh, but held his tongue.

      Dunphy saw Morrisey and Hooper and smiled. He dropped the firewood and strode confidently to the group. The native men on either side of him scowled at his insolence, but since he’d been called by the Chief, didn’t strike him. Dunphy sneered, “Finally getting out of this shit…”

      Morrisey interrupted him, “We’re negotiating your release. Keep quiet, you fool.”

      Dunphy clammed up quickly. This was even more surprising to Hooper who’d never seen Dunphy cowed so easily. He always had to get the last word. Maybe this had been good for him. Maybe he’d learned some manners.

      Ahio spoke again, “We will keep him for two more days. Come back then.”

      Morrisey shook his head and the natives behind their Chief stiffened. “I’m willing to pay for his release.” Ahio nodded wanting to hear more. “As you know, our village is in mourning. If you release this man to our care you and your entire village are welcome to come feast and celebrate these men’s lives.” Ahio looked him in the eye and Morrisey continued, “You are welcome to come eat our food and share our stores. Our villages will be as one for a day of celebration.”

      Dunphy and Hooper were clueless to what was being said, but they could tell Chief Ahio was warming up to the idea. The tenseness melted from the natives’ body and Hooper relaxed his grip on the stock of his carbine.

      Ahio paced back and forth for two minutes then stood in front of Morrisey and nodded. “I accept this offer. You may have the white man.”

      Morrisey smiled and nodded. “It will be an honor to have your village amongst us for this celebration.”
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      Dunphy was beside himself when he heard the news. He was fidgeting from foot to foot unable to control the smile spreading across his face. He nudged Morrisey in the arm, “Tell the fucker to bring me my clothes and weapon.”

      Morrisey kept his smile, but through gritted teeth said, “Mind your manners. Our languages are close enough for him to pick up you’re tone. If you’re not careful you may end up here another week.”

      Dunphy’s smile faded. “No way am I staying here another minute.”

      Hooper chimed in, “Then shut the fuck up numb-nuts.” Dunphy’s eyes went to slits, but he nodded and kept his mouth shut. Hooper shook his head; he really was a changed man. If he’d talked like that a week ago, Dunphy would have tried to knock him out. “We’ll get you changed out of your skirt in a minute.”

      Dunphy gritted his teeth and Morrisey gave Hooper a stern look. “You’re like children. Try to behave.” He spoke to Ahio and with the flick of his hand he sent men off to retrieve Dunphy’s things.

      Dunphy took his clothes and carbine to his hut. “Be back in a second.” He was beaming as he ripped off the skirt and started to pull on his pants. There were hands around his waist squeezing him from behind. He jumped, but knew instantly it was Lela. She’d visited him every night. He turned to look at her, she kept her gaze down. He looked over her bare breasts with the golden-brown nipples and her tight curly hair. He lifted her chin to look into her eyes. She was still one of the homeliest women he’d ever been with, but he’d miss her skillful ministrations. “Stap gut. Mi lukim bihain.” ‘Stay good. I’ll see you later.’

      Her eyes went from sad to mad. She clenched her fists and started yelling and hitting him. He tried to quiet her, but it was no use. He had to get out of there. If the Chief knew he’d continued screwing his daughter, he’d never get out.

      As she yelled and punched him, he finished pulling on his pants. The rest would have to wait; she was getting herself into a frenzy. He ran out of the hut into the evening sun with her hot on his heels, her breasts swinging wildly. She found a stick and started whacking him with it. He yelled in pain and ran to Morrisey and Hooper like a scared puppy going between its master’s legs.

      Chief Ahio frowned and raised his voice. She stopped beating him and stood staring at the ground breathing hard. Dunphy took the respite to pull on his boots. After walking through the jungle in bare feet for the past week they felt odd and constricting. Ahio spoke harshly to Lela. He ended with a question. Morrisey tensed and asked Dunphy, “What the bloody hell is going on? Don’t tell me you’ve been with her again, not after the first time.”

      Dunphy wiped his bleeding forehead and said, “We need to get the fuck outta here. Now.”

      Hooper was beside himself, “Dammit, Private can’t you keep your pecker in your pants for one second?”

      “She came into my hut. If I didn’t do it she would’ve told the chief I raped her. I didn’t have a choice. She’s frickin’ crazy.”

      Morrisey’s face went pale as he listened to Lela telling her father how Dunphy lured her into his hut and forced himself onto her. “That’s what she’s telling the Chief right now.”

      Dunphy pulled on his shirt bringing the carbine off his shoulder. The natives surrounding them tensed, “That’s horseshit. If anything, she raped me.”

      Hooper guffawed at that, “You wear a skirt and you get raped by a woman? You’re a changed man alright.”

      Dunphy’s face went red. He wanted to kill him, but once again restrained himself. He may have all the fighting he’d want depending on how the next few minutes went.

      Chief Ahio fumed, hearing his daughter’s story. He shot daggers from his eyes as he stared at Dunphy. Dunphy stared back. He was done taking any more of his shit. He decided he was willing to shoot his way out of here if he had to and the first one to die would be Ahio. The natives were unslinging their ancient rifles. Dunphy figured his semi-automatic carbine would be able to take out a good number of them before he would have to change clips. He felt for the extra clips he’d had in his pockets, but they were gone. Thieving pricks.

      Morrisey tried to say something, but Chief Ahio held up his hand for silence. He looked around at his men, tensed for combat. They looked at him as he spoke, confusion filling their faces. They lowered their weapons and stepped away. Morrisey spoke to Dunphy, “Sling your rifle, Private. He’s letting us go.” Dunphy made no move to do any such thing. “Do it now before he changes his mind.”

      Dunphy saw the other men backing down, he stood straight and slung his carbine. “Probably shoot us in the back as we leave, or hunt us down like dogs.”

      “They’d have a hard fight and wouldn’t be able to kill all of us,” he indicated his men standing at the ready. “My village would exact revenge. It wouldn’t go well for them; we’ve got them outnumbered two to one. Trust me, he’s letting us go. Don’t be daft and spoil it.”

      More words were spoken and Morrisey turned away and walked back the way they’d come. “Don’t look back. Show our trust by not looking back.”

      Hooper didn’t look back, but it took every fiber of willpower. He expected to be shot in the back any second. When they were safely in the jungle he let out a long breath. “Holy shit, I thought they were gonna plug us.”

      Morrisey looked back, “Hmm, very odd. I didn’t expect him to fight us, but I certainly didn’t think he’d let you go after what his daughter told him.” He looked hard at Dunphy. “You didn’t rape her, did you?” Dunphy looked at him in disgust. Morrisey nodded, “Didn’t think so. Poor girl’s in love with you.”

      “Love? She nearly killed me back there.” He rubbed the knot forming under his cut forehead.

      Morrisey grinned, “A lover spurned and all that you know.”

      “I didn’t spurn her. I only said ‘see you around.’ Girl’s crazy.”

      “Well perhaps ‘see you around’ wasn’t what she wanted to hear.”

      Hooper chimed in, “She’s a real looker. Quite a catch.”

      Dunphy flipped him the bird.
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      On the walk back to the village, Hooper told Dunphy about the men they’d lost on the ridge. Dunphy’s good mood ended and the remainder of the walk was unnaturally quiet.

      By the time the group got back to the village, it was completely dark. Hooper and Dunphy were exhausted and in no shape to continue to the ridge. They decided to sleep in the village and leave first thing in the morning.

      Morrisey invited them to dine with them in the center of the village. The meal was light since the following day would be one of feasting. It was still better than C-rations and by the end of the meal both men’s eyes were drooping. Captain Morrisey brought out a flask and poured them each a cup of clear liquid. “We captured this off some Jap soldiers we dispatched a couple weeks back. It’s awful stuff, but not bad in a pinch. I’d forgotten all about it.”

      Hooper smiled and took the cup as did Dunphy. “Don’t mind if I do.” Dunphy took a big gulp and nearly spurted it back out but managed to keep it down. “Damn, that’s fire.”

      Hooper laughed and tipped his cup back and held it out for more. “Pussy,” he said.

      Dunphy looked around the group, “Hey, where’s Welch?”

      Morrisey gestured to a group of huts. “I’ve got him under house arrest until I figure out what to do with him. Probably let him go with time served.”

      Dunphy looked confused. “House arrest?”

      “He disobeyed my orders by going to the American line, so yes, house arrest.”

      “That means he has to stay under guard in his hut then. Is that right? Can’t leave?” Morrisey nodded. Dunphy took another bite of dried lizard meat, “You just start that? The house arrest, I mean?”

      Morrisey looked annoyed, “No, he’s been there all week. We’ve been delivering his food. He’s only allowed out to defecate.”

      Dunphy threw an unidentifiable piece of the meat into the smoldering fire. “Then why’d I see him in Chief Ahio’s village three days ago?”

      Morrisey stopped chewing. “Are you sure?” he looked to one of his men and said something in Pidgin. The man darted away towards the hut.

      “Course I’m sure. How many white men are there around here? And that accent’s pretty hard to miss.”

      “Tell me what you saw and heard.”

      Dunphy told him he couldn’t hear nor understand anything but he did see him give one of the new carbines to Chief Ahio. He told him they seemed to want their meeting secret. “I figured Ahio didn’t want to share the guns.”

      The native man came trotting back and spoke in Morrisey’s ear. Morrisey shook his head and said something else. The man trotted back the way he’d come. “Tangar checked; he’s gone.”

      Another man trotted up and kneeled next to Morrisey. The man spoke and lowered his head. Morrisey fired off in rapid Pidgin. The man’s shoulders slumped. He stood without raising his eyes and walked away.

      Morrisey shook his head, “The guards have been letting him ‘get his exercise’ a couple of hours a day. They say he never leaves for longer than a few hours. Plenty of time to get there and back.” He looked at Dunphy and Hooper, “These men are trusting, there’s very little spite in them. I’m afraid this war will change that.”

      Hooper said, “What’s going on? You think Welch is up to no good?”

      Morrisey looked to the stars and rocked back and forth on his butt. Just when Hooper thought he might not have heard him he said, “Probably nothing.” He stood up and stretched, “You men should hit the rack. You’ve got to meet up with what’s left of your squad in the morning and I’ve got a busy day of mourning and celebrating some fine men’s lives.”

      Dunphy held up his cup, “Think I’ll stay up and drink more of this Jap hootch if you don’t mind.”

      Morrisey nodded, “Be my guest.”

      Hooper clinked the hollowed out coconut cup against Dunphy’s and took a long gulp.
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      In the morning before the sun came up, Sergeant Carver and Private O'Connor sat on the edge of the jungle looking into the village. They were surprised to come upon the village without being challenged by a native. Did they feel safe because all the Japanese soldiers were defending the line against the American advance? Carver didn’t think that was Morrisey’s style; he was more careful and pragmatic than that. Carver rubbed his chin, wondering if he should go in or wait for more light. He decided another ten minutes wouldn’t hurt. He pointed to their back-trail and Hooper nodded. He moved up the trail a few yards to watch for any unwanted guests.

      The twilight brought the scene to life in front of Carver. He could see the slain villagers lined up in the center. Each body had one female sitting with her head down, spending one last night with their husband, son, or father. He didn’t see any men, including his two delinquent soldiers. He gave a low whistle and O'Connor came up beside him without making a sound. Carver turned to see where he was and almost bumped into him. He shook his head, how’d he do that?

      He pointed to the women and shrugged. The men stood and left the safety of the bush. Their guns were slung, but they kept them at the ready until they figured out where everyone was. The women looked up, but didn’t rise from their vigil. The men stood over them and looked around at the sleeping village. There were some women milling around and some coming in from the wood pile to stoke the smoldering fire. Carver waved his hand in greeting and one of the older women approached him. He tried to make her understand. “Men? Where are the men?” he pointed to himself and O'Connor, “Men.” Then shrugged. She pointed to a hut, the one next to Morrisey’s and pushed him toward it. Carver knew it was the old chief’s hut. He couldn’t remember his name.

      They pulled back the door and stuck their heads into the dimly lit room. The air smelled like a combination of smoke and mint. Sergeant Carver’s eyes adjusted and he saw the old chief staring at him from a chair in the far corner. Carver raised his hand and said, “Hello.”

      The Chief raised his hand and stood up. He didn’t bother speaking, but grabbed Carver by the arm and led him back outside. He indicated he should follow as he led him to another hut, the same one he’d stayed in a couple nights before. It seemed like a lifetime ago. The chief extended his hand to the door and Carver went inside. This hut smelled decidedly worse than the chief’s. He took another step in and heard his boot squelch into something wet. He looked down and scowled, his boot dripping vomit. The smell assaulted him and he grit his teeth when he saw Dunphy and Hooper lying on the bare ground, snoring. Dunphy clutched an empty coconut cup.

      He kicked Hooper’s foot, but he didn’t wake. He kicked harder, still no movement. He called to O'Connor who poked his head in, “Get some water.”

      O'Connor looked around the room and picked up what was left of the Saki, “it’s not water, but it’s wet.” He handed it to Carver who threw it across their faces. The men both sputtered and sat up. Dunphy grumbled, “Dammit, what the hell’s going on?” He rubbed his face. “Ah, shit, that burns dammit.” Trying to clear his vision, he said, “who the fuck did that?”

      Carver put his nose to the bottle and sniffed. The alcohol was pungent. “I did, assholes. You’ve got five minutes to get your shit together and fall out of this hut.”

      Hooper sat bolt upright, wiping the alcohol from his face. The tiny cuts they’d accumulated from weeks of traversing the jungle stung like fire. “Sarge? Is that you?”

      “You’re damned right it’s me. Now hurry up. You men are a disgrace.” He threw the empty bottle and it hit Dunphy in the gut. Carver went outside and stood next to O'Connor who was bent over laughing. Even the old chief had a toothless grin spread across his withered face. Carver shook his head and smiled, “They deserved that.”

      Five minutes later Dunphy and Hooper stood before their sergeant trying to keep from swaying. Both men looked white as sheets and were obviously still drunk. Carver handed his canteen to Hooper who dumped it over his head, washing off the Saki. O'Connor gave his to Dunphy who did the same. Dunphy leaned forward and threw up whatever was left in his gut. The smell, the sound and the mere thought had Hooper joining him in an instant.

      Once they were done Carver asked, “No more horseshit. Where the fuck’s Morrisey and the rest of the men?”

      Hooper looked around the compound, “I dunno Sarge.” He pointed to the Chief, “Why don’t you ask him?”

      “Cause I don’t speak Pidgin, numbnuts.”

      Dunphy wiped his mouth and held his hand up, “I do, kind of.” Carver looked at him skeptically, “My time with the natives; it’s not a hard language.” Carver nodded and Dunphy fumbled through an awkward sentence. He listened to the response. Dunphy looked confused and asked a question. The chief shook his head and gestured them to follow. “I can’t make out what he means. Something about enemies and ambush and something about Welch, I think.” Carver looked at him sideways, “He wants us to follow him.”

      They fell in step behind the chief who moved with perfect grace despite his age. When they got to the jungle edge the chief went into a crouch. The move was unmistakably combat-like and the men pulled their carbines from their shoulders, glancing at one another. Hooper licked his lips, the alcohol buzz much subdued. The chief didn’t have a rifle, but he pulled a long beat up machete from his belt.

      They went as silent as they could for fifty yards before the chief stopped and they crouched behind him. The chief smiled and pointed. The jungle came alive around them with men appearing as if from thin air. The squad clenched their carbines, but they were caught completely by surprise.

      When they saw Captain Morrisey and his thick beard appear, they all breathed easier. He sidled up next to them and whispered, “Welcome to the show, lads.”

      “What show? What’re we up against?” It was obvious they were waiting in ambush for some enemy force. It was no use asking a lot of questions. “Where you want us?”

      Morrisey pointed with two fingers and two of his men waved them to follow. They did so and found themselves in the back of the ambush, out of the way. The natives signaled them to stay put. They went to ground lying flat on their stomachs on the lush jungle floor.

      The ground was still cool from the night, but the sun was rising higher bringing heat and humidity. Soon the men were sweating. Carver could smell the alcohol seeping from Dunphy’s and Hooper’s pores. It was a stale, fetid smell that turned his stomach.

      An hour passed. Carver was anxious to figure out what the hell they were doing. He had a mission to complete and sitting on his ass in the jungle wasn’t helping him complete it, but Morrisey wouldn’t have his men out here for nothing.

      He felt O'Connor slap his boot lightly. He looked at him and O'Connor tilted his chin to the front. He’d seen or heard something. Carver listened and strained his eyes, but didn’t detect anything. He was about to give up when he saw a slight movement. He’d only caught it because of his low angle. He focused on the spot and realized it was a human foot taking careful steps towards the ambush. He patted his carbine, knowing he could have it in firing position in an instant. The action would be in front of him though and he didn’t know exactly where all the friendlies were. He would be sitting this one out unless he was needed.

      He watched the foot, his eyes slits. The foot was barely discernible, but it was a bare foot, not the notched toe boots of the Japanese soldier. It looked like a native’s foot. Were they that far out?

      The foot moved forward, and was blocked by foliage. He lost track of it and was about to look to O'Connor, but sudden movement from all sides caught his eye. The ambush was being sprung, but there was no shooting. The natives had their ancient rifles aimed and ready to fire.

      Carver stood, confusion on his face. He looked back at his men who were also standing and trying to see what was happening. Carver walked forward and stood beside Morrisey who was standing with his new carbine aimed at the ground. In front of him were thirty natives, all armed and looking from muzzle to muzzle. The natives stood in the killing zone of the L shaped ambush. Their weapons were down. There was a white man amongst them. Carver recognized Welch instantly. Carver wanted to know what the hell was going on, but kept his mouth shut.

      Morrisey spoke in Pidgin and addressed a big native beside Welch. Dunphy sidled up beside Carver and tried to translate. He whispered, “He’s telling them they’re surrounded and they should put down their weapons.” Ahio spoke and Dunphy translated again, “He’s saying something about coming to eat, or feast or something.”

      Morrisey laughed and continued. “You always come in battle formation? And where are your women? They don’t enjoy our hospitality?” he pointed at Welch, “I fear my colleague has promised you things he has no right to promise, Chief.” His eyes went dark, “Now, put down your weapons and go back to your village.”

      Welch spoke, “You pompous ass. Chief Ahio deserves to rule both villages as it was long ago.”

      “I fear Mr. Welch’s view of history is as false as his friendship, Ahio. He is an ambitious man who has no interest in anything except his own advancement. He’s using you, coercing you to war for his own ends. He’s no friend to you or your village.”

      Ahio looked at Welch and was about to speak, but Welch spoke first, in English. “You’re a disgrace, Morrisey. You’re leading your men against the very men you should be fighting for. The Japanese will win this war and the sooner you realize that, the more of your precious natives you’ll save from the slaughter.”

      Captain Morrisey stood in stunned silence. His eyes hardened and he found his voice, “You’re a traitor.” He bared his teeth like a feral animal, “You. You were the one that led those yellow bastards to the village. You killed my wife and child.” The realization struck him like a blow. The image of his baby boy and his mutilated wife crossed his mind. He saw red.

      Quick as a jungle cat, Welch brought up his carbine and fired three quick shots. Morrisey went to his knee bringing his carbine to his shoulder with practiced calm. The bullets sliced past his ear. He fired in rapid succession, but Welch was already diving away. As Welch lunged, he fired into the surprised ambushers. Two went down spinning. Ahio’s natives brought up their rifles, but Morrisey’s men were ready and fired into the men at close range. Plumes of blood spouted and sprayed as men’s bodies shattered.

      Morrisey tried to track Welch, but he was too quick. A native was bringing his rifle to bear, but Morrisey pulled the trigger and dropped him, his mouth in a surprised 0 shape. The survivors turned and ran. Ahio hadn’t moved a muscle during the slaughter. Now, in a booming voice he yelled, “Stop!”

      Morrisey’s men looked at him and the fleeing men stopped, heeding their leader’s command. The sound of a single man crashing through the jungle faded as Welch ignored the order and continued to flee. Morrisey pointed at two of his men, then towards the sound. The two natives took off like they’d been shot out of a cannon.

      Captain Morrisey stood and walked up to Ahio, who handed his brand new carbine to him. Morrisey hefted it, realizing it was one of the American weapons. Welch must have stolen it.

      Ahio’s men returned to his side and each man kneeled down and placed his rifle on the jungle floor. Ahio said, “We surrender to you.”

      Morrisey nodded and was about to speak when there was a loud wail from behind the ambush. Soon more cries filled the air and Morrisey’s men started fading from their ambush positions, leaving them unguarded. Carver and his men filled in the gaps as the natives rushed to their comrades.

      Morrisey, seeing the Americans had the situation in hand, turned to see what had happened. He went to the men forming a circle around someone on the ground. Lying prone was old Chief Pavu, his lifeless eyes staring into the jungle canopy above. He looked like he may be resting. The only indication of anything awry was the perfect hole in the center of his forehead with a thin trickle of blood snaking down past his nose. The men were in mourning, tears flowed from the eyes that only moments before had been hard and deadly.

      Chief Pavu had been old when they were born. There had never been another chief. He seemed to never age and the men thought him impervious to the passing of time. They believed he would live forever and now the impossible had happened. He was dead.

      Morrisey looked at his old friend and felt bile rise in his throat. He knelt and put his hand over his old friend’s face and closed his eyes. He looked like he was merely sleeping, his lined face serene. He was at peace. He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye and went back to Ahio and his men.

      They knew what had happened and were as sad as the others. Their heads were bowed, their arms hanging from their sides. They’d been excited for war only minutes before, but none of them wished any harm towards the legendary Chief Pavu. Even the stoic Ahio had his head bowed in sorrow. Morrisey clenched his jaw. These simple men wanted war, seeing only glory. Now good men are dead and they’ve lost their stomach for it. Fools.

      He spoke, “This is murder and there must be punishment.” He pointed into the jungle, “The man who pulled the trigger has escaped, but you, Chief Ahio are complicit in this heinous act. It cannot go unpunished.”

      Ahio nodded once and looked Morrisey in the eye. “I agree. I take responsibility for Chief Pavu’s death.” He looked around at the other men feeding the earth with their blood. “And these.”
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      Chief Ahio and his men were led under guard back to Captain Morrisey’s village. They carried their dead in makeshift stretchers they’d put together with tree branches and thick vines. Chief Pavu was carried with loving hands at the head of the somber procession. Sergeant Carver and his squad took the tail-end of the column and halfheartedly checked their rear.

      When they entered the village the women and children dropped to their knees, mourning their fallen Chief. There seemed to be nothing but death here. The village hadn’t seen such devastation since the time before the Colonials. The bright, warm air took on a dark feel. Sergeant Carver wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible. He had a mission to complete and the longer he took to do it the more men’s lives he was putting at risk. He thought about his comrades slugging it out along the lowlands without the benefit of his eyes on the enemy.

      He pulled Morrisey aside. “I’ve gotta get to that cursed hill ASAP. Is the best way to go back to the ridge and cross the valley?”

      “As I said before, it’s been a long time since I’ve been there, but yes, that route would make the most sense.” He looked him in the eye, “My natives have some seemingly strange beliefs to our western eyes, but they usually have good reasons.”

      “Are you saying the hill really is cursed?”

      He shook his head, “Probably not in the sense you’re thinking. It might be better to think of it as being bad luck.”

      Carver looked annoyed “Well spirits or not, we’ve gotta bee-line it and report in. Wish we had more current reconnaissance on it. Seems a mighty good piece of real estate to be unoccupied. You can probably see all the way to Cape Esperance.”

      Morrisey nodded, “Indeed you can. As I said, the time I was there was eerie. The wind blows and makes all sorts of odd sounds. Probably just whistling through the rocks on the top, but it sounds a lot like a wailing…” he paused and looked to the sky, “Spirit, I suppose.”

      Sergeant Carver looked annoyed, wanting information, not superstition. Morrisey continued, “The easiest way to get there is back up along the ridge you just left, then down into the valley, yes. You’ll find a footpath leading to the creek at the bottom of the valley. The trail takes up again about one hundred meters downstream. Follow it to the top. It becomes more of a game trail the higher you climb.” Carver nodded his thanks. “If there are Japs up there, and there very well might be, you don’t want to take the trail the last two hundred meters. It’s very wide open and they’d see you coming.”

      Carver rolled up the map and shoved it into his inside pocket. He stepped back from Captain Morrisey and gave him a crisp salute. “It’s been an honor, Sir. Thanks for all you’ve done.” Morrisey returned the salute then put out his hand. Carver shook it, “Sorry about your men.”

      Morrisey nodded, “And yours, Sergeant. Someday when this bloody war’s over we’ll have to meet up and tip a beer and remember our valiant soldiers.”

      Carver nodded and released his hand. He looked to his men who were ready to tackle the next phase of their mission. “Let’s get on with it,” he murmured.

      With each step away from the village they felt lighter, like walking from a smoke filled room into cool night air.

      O'Connor took point, Carver following close behind then Dunphy and Hooper watching their back trail. Everyone except Dunphy had been along this path many times and weren’t overly concerned with running into Japanese patrols. Hooper pushed Dunphy forward, Dunphy pushed Carver, who pushed O'Connor and soon they were running flat out across the ridge. It felt good to move fast, to put the death smell of the camp behind them, to get on with a new phase, to stretch their legs.

      When they got to their original outpost they hunched over hands on knees breathing hard. O'Connor was laughing. It had become a race near the end and Hooper had passed Carver and almost took O'Connor before the ridge ran out. O'Connor held his hands up in victory and did a happy dance.

      When Carver caught his breath he barked, “Okay, let’s cut the horseshit. Bring me the radio, Hooper. I’ll check in with Division.” As he called in and listened to the response, Hooper shoved O'Connor who’d been rubbing it in more. Carver shook his head, Christ, they’re like children. Hell, they are children.

      He signed off. “Alright cut it out you two. Here’s the deal; they want us over there right now.” He pointed to the hill in the distance. He looked at his watch. “I figure we can get to the base of the hill before dark. I don’t wanna go to the top at night in case there’s Japs. We can check it out in the morning. If it’s empty were golden, if not, well, there are only four of us. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      He continued, “We need to gather our shit and get our asses moving. Division’s gonna make another push two days from now and they want us spotting the Jap artillery that our boys can’t seem to suppress. They think they might be up on a hill giving them the extra range they need to hit our troops without ours able to hit back. Without our help the attack may fail. You saw what happened last time.” He paused looking at each man for questions. When there weren’t any, he nodded, “Okay. We move in seven minutes.” With that the men went to the remains of the hut and collected the batteries, ammo and C-rats stowed there.

      It was past noon and the sun was at its hottest. The trail was easy to find; it started off the nose of the ridge and was well worn. O'Connor followed it easily. Soon the sparse vegetation on top gave way to thick jungle and their surroundings condensed into a few yards to either side. O'Connor kept the pace quick, but this was new territory, so he was careful. The men were spread twenty yards apart, no use having one grenade take them all out.

      They made good time to the bottom of the valley. The creek was bigger than expected. The water was crystal clear. They sat in it while they filled their canteens. The water coursing around and over them cooled their bodies. The sweat and grime washed off and they felt halfway human again.

      After ten minutes, Carver gave the order to move. Normally there would be bitching and complaining, but since there were only four of them, there was no one to complain to. They’d been reduced down to their smallest element, a sergeant, a corporal and two privates. They understood that their survival was in each other’s hands more than it had ever been. If they lost it out here, their bodies would never be found. No one would ever know what happened to them; it would be like they’d never existed. The war would continue without them. It was a sobering thought and kept them focused.

      O'Connor walked down the creek and found the trail leading towards the hill. At least he hoped it was the correct one. It was barely a trail at all, more like a game track that didn’t get used much. It meandered here and there, the general direction towards the hill. O'Connor took point. His pace was slower, the jungle thicker on this side of the creek and they were traveling uphill. Soon the pleasant feel of the creek was a distant memory as the late sun beat down. Their dungarees turned a dark green as their sweat soaked through.

      After an hour the sun went behind the hill and the jungle darkened. Sergeant Carver jogged up to O'Connor and halted him, “Let’s get off the trail and lay in for the night.” O'Connor nodded and pushed his way past thick vines and bush until he found a relatively open space. Carver nodded and informed the others they’d found their home for the evening. It had been a long day and the men were exhausted. “Dunphy, watch our back trail while the others get some chow. We’ll relieve you soon.” Dunphy nodded and disappeared the way they’d come. Carver watched him go and realized it was the first time he’d given the man an order without any kind of push-back. The past week of slavery had done the prima-dona some good.

      Without speaking, the men tore into their C-rats. Carver did an inventory of what he had left, about three days’ worth if they went to half rations. He’d give the men the news when they were on the ridge. Maybe they could find themselves a pig to butcher.
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        * * *

      

      The night passed without incident. O'Connor’s watch was from 2:00-4:00AM. He thought he heard human voices coming from the hill, but when he focused on the sound it disappeared. I’m imagining things. He’d been in the bush too long. He’d heard about guys going nuts out here. Cracking up like fragile eggs.

      It was still dark when he went to where Carver was sleeping and nudged his foot. He sat up quickly with a knife shimmering in the dull pre-dawn light. O'Connor smiled and whispered, “Good morning.”

      Carver put his knife away, “Wake the others, eat some of the dried meat we have left and we’ll get moving in ten minutes.” As O'Connor turned to comply, Carver touched his shoulder, “Anything last night?” O'Connor shrugged. He was about to tell him about the voices, thought better of it and shook his head.

      O'Connor was on point. The going was tough, the trail was steep and he was breathing hard within minutes. To make matters worse, it looked like it was about to rain. The sun never lit the sky. A dark cloud settled on the area and soon the first fat rain drops splattered off the jungle leaves. O'Connor looked to the sky. It looked like it was going to open up any second. He didn’t have long to wait. One second he was dry, the next he was soaked. The rain came in sheets. He couldn’t see more than a few feet. He felt like he was standing inside a raging waterfall. The noise was deafening. They stopped to top off their canteens. They held the open tops under large leaves and funneled the rain. It took seconds.

      Sergeant Carver waved him forward. He went twenty feet and the trail angled up steeper. It was getting tough to keep his feet in the slick mud. He took a step and lost his footing on the trail, which was now more like a river. He went down and started sliding. He grabbed a branch and arrested his descent. He looked behind him searching for Sergeant Carver. He couldn’t see anything. He tried to stand, but slipped again. He stayed down, gripping the vine, waiting for Carver to catch up. After five minutes he decided it was futile. He gauged the slope and released the vine. At first nothing happened, but soon gravity and physics took over and he started sliding down the path. He kept his speed under control by digging in his leather boots, but he was gaining speed. He reached for a passing vine, but missed. He was about to dig his rifle into the mud when he crashed into something solid. At first, he thought it must be a tree, but it was cussing and yelling. He came to a stop and realized it was Sergeant Carver. He yelled, “Sorry Sarge, lost control.”

      “Holy shit, we can’t go any further until this lets up.”

      Carver stood and went to take a step. O'Connor tried to warn him, but it was too late. The only thing keeping him from sliding was Carver’s body. When he stepped away he started sliding again. The movement dislodged Carver’s foot and he crashed down on him with an ‘oof.’ O'Connor tried to dig his rifle butt in, but it acted more as a rudder than a brake. They careened down the path, both men reaching for branches, rocks or vines, but it was no use. They were firmly in the grip of the slippery slope.

      They busted through a layer of bush and only had a second before they slammed into Dunphy, who went down like a bowling pin. He yelled in surprise, finding himself on his back and coming down behind Carver and O'Connor. Hooper never saw them coming. He had his head down, pulling his hat over his eyes in a useless attempt to keep water out of his face. He had an instant to look up before he was knocked aside and sent into the jungle like he’d been shot from a bow. They finally left the trail when it took a turn and they slid off into the jungle. O'Connor instinctively went into a ball, expecting the impact from a tree or rock any second. It didn’t happen though. He stopped, uncurled and did an inventory of his body parts; all intact.

      The rain hadn’t let up. He looked through sheets of water, putting his hand over his eyes like shading them from the sun. He had to find the others. Carver couldn’t be far. He thought he saw a dark shape off to his left, so he carefully took a step towards it, but it was a rock. He put his hand on it, relieved he hadn’t hit it. He’d be dead or shattered beyond repair if he had. He heard the unmistakable cussing of Sergeant Carver off to his right. He crawled towards the voice. It sounded like it was right next to him, but he couldn’t see him. “Sarge? Where are you?”

      The response was faint, but close, “Here. Down here.”

      O'Connor looked down, but could only see rain and bush. He took a tentative step and felt his foot break through the bush and dangle in the air. He pulled back. He was at the edge of a cliff and Carver was down there somewhere. “Carver!” he yelled.

      The response was more immediate, “Down here. Hurry!”

      The rain let up a little and O'Connor could see better. He moved laterally and held onto a large smooth barked tree. Now he could see the cliff. It was well hidden; he didn’t remember seeing it on the way up. As far as cliffs go it wasn’t much. The drop was only fifteen feet. He leaned out holding onto the tree, searching for Carver.

      He almost missed him. He was covered in mud, hanging from a thick root. Water careened off the lip of the cliff and was threatening to drown him. He had his head forward trying to keep his mouth clear. O'Connor almost laughed, but didn’t when he realized what the consequences of a fall would be. He’d drop fifteen feet onto a jumble of vicious looking black rocks. At the very least he’d break a leg.

      He cupped his hand over his mouth and yelled, “Hold on, Sarge! I’m coming, hold on.” Using the trees and vines he made his way to where he guessed he’d gone over the ledge. He cautiously leaned through the bush. He was directly above him. “Sarge, I’m here.” Carver looked up and sputtered as muddy water filled his nose and mouth. He put his head back down.

      O'Connor looked between his legs. The water was digging out a new rivulet which was emptying off the cliff in a spout. “Hold on. I’ll try to fix the water.”

      He turned to the jungle, looking for something to redirect the flow. Nothing jumped out at him so he jammed his foot into the small stream. Water piled against his boot. The spigot running over Carver stopped abruptly. Carver looked up, his eyes seething. “Get me out of here,” he growled.

      The water was coming around his boot. He realized if he moved he’d create a huge deluge of water falling directly on Carver. The force might be enough to make him fall. He looked around in a panic. “Can you pull yourself up? I can’t hold this water back much longer.”

      Carver attempted a pull-up. Without the water beating down he was able to pull himself halfway up, but his pack and his sodden clothes kept him from making it all the way. The water started cascading over O'Connor’s boot and the flow gained volume. Carver moved laterally along the length of the root. He was able to move eight inches to the left. The water was pounding on his right shoulder and splashing into his face. He turned away and screamed an obscenity.

      O'Connor yelled, “I’ve gotta pull my foot out so I can get to you. Get ready for more water.” He pulled his foot out, but in its place a large rock appeared, dropped there by a grinning Dunphy with Hooper right behind. With the water flow stemmed, they formed a human chain and O'Connor reached down to Carver. “Give me your hand.”

      Carver noticed the flow of water was gone. He looked up scowling. “Get me outta here.” O'Connor nodded and with his left hand holding Hooper’s he reached down with his right. He grabbed his wrist and pulled. With the help of the others they had Carver on the correct side of the cliff in seconds. Carver took his pack off and laid on his back breathing hard.

      “You okay?” Carver nodded, but didn’t speak. He rubbed his forearms trying to get circulation back to them. His hands tingled as blood flow brought them back to life. He grit his teeth, his muscles were screaming. The rain had subsided to half of what it had been. “Where’s your Thompson?” O'Connor asked.

      Carver sat up looking around. He shook his head, “I lost it off the cliff, I think.”

      Dunphy went to the edge, laid on his stomach and peered over the side. He came back, “Yeah it’s at the bottom of the cliff, the stocks shattered, can’t tell if the barrels bent.”

      Hooper directed him to see if he could recover it. Dunphy nodded and carefully worked his way around the cliff and down the steep slope.

      Carver got to his feet and looked himself over. He was surprisingly clean. The constant shower had washed away the mud. “That was some ride.”

      O'Connor chuckled, “It sure was. Never seen anything like it. It was like the mountain decided it didn’t want us on it.”

      Carver thought about what Morrisey had said about the native’s superstitions. He looked up the trail they’d slid down. The rain was slackening. If the trend continued it would be finished soon. “Let’s try side-hilling this thing. The trail’s too muddy, but we should be able to cut across the hill so we don’t have to go straight up.” O'Connor followed his gaze and nodded.

      Dunphy returned with the Thompson. The stock was shattered and the barrel was dinged and slightly bent. “This thing’s fucked.”

      He handed it to Carver who inspected it. He tried to eject the magazine, but it was jammed. He couldn’t budge it. He threw the Thompson off the cliff and they could hear it shatter against the rocks. He pulled out his .45 caliber 1911 he had strapped to his belt, checked the action and nodded. “Let’s move out, take it easy and remember, we don’t know what’s up there.”

      O'Connor took point and started side-hilling the slope. It would take longer going back and forth across the hill, but in the long run it would work out better and keep them from slipping back down the slope.

      Two hours later O'Connor stopped and crouched. The vegetation ran out near the top, giving way to moss and fern covered rocks. Carver caught up and looked to the top of the hill. He couldn’t see the actual top since it was over the crest. He looked down to the valley and across. The ridge they’d started from was shrouded in mist. “We’re on the side of the hill. Probably a good way to approach. If there’s Japs, they’ll be looking the wrong way.” He waved the men forward. They’d go straight up from here, carefully. When they could see the top, they’d halt and give it a good look.

      The men checked their weapons. They spread out and started up fifteen yards abreast. Carver kept his sidearm holstered. He was able to move much better with both hands free. He moved from rock to rock, keeping three points of contact on the slippery rocks. Soon he was well ahead of the others. He stopped and looked behind him, catching his breath. He went another twenty yards and was able to see the top of the hill. He crouched behind a boulder and peered over the top. He dug into his pack and found Morrisey’s binoculars. They were dry and intact inside the case. He scanned the top slowly then down to the ground leading up to it. Nothing but more rocks and trees. He kept scanning until the others were in line with him. He pulled out his .45 and waved them forward. They went slower now that they were exposed.

      When they were yards from the top, Carver went flat and scanned the final terrain. It was as quiet as a tomb. He stayed crouched and went to the crest of the hill. He stood to his full height and waved them forward. He pointed to the other side and Dunphy and Hooper went to check it out. Carver kneeled and looked at the view. The rain was coming off the jungle in steam. He couldn’t see the beach or even the ocean; he was in a fog bank that was getting thicker by the minute.

      He saw Hooper’s head pop up and he was signaling him to come. He stayed crouched, his pistol at the ready and went to him. When he was close, Hooper said, “There’s no one here, but there sure as shit was.” He moved to the other side of the hill, the part that would be facing the American lines. Carver saw the water filled holes spaced fifteen yards apart, foxholes. “There’s Jap stuff all over the place, boot prints too, the ones with the funny toe notch.”

      Carver took his jungle hat off and rubbed his forehead. He had a decision to make. Either the Japanese that were here were long gone or they were simply on a patrol and would be returning. He asked O'Connor, “Can you tell how long ago they left?”

      O'Connor shook his head, “The rain’s done a number on the prints; most are washed away, just vague imprints. That rain storm would’ve filled those holes in a hurry. They were probably dry this morning.”

      “Well, at least we know they haven’t been here since the rain storm, couple hours anyway. It’s not like them to leave open usable foxholes though. Standard Jap procedure is to fill ‘em in when they’re done with ‘em, just like ours.”

      Hooper nodded. “Probably planning on coming back. Question is, when?”

      Carver continued, “We can’t see anything until this fog clears out anyway, so let’s find cover and see if they show. We’ll dig in and have our grenades ready. We’ll be outnumbered if they come back.”

      They dug in well away from the foxholes, in the rocky, muddy ground. After an hour the wind whipped up. The men hunkered down, feeling cold for the first time since being on the island.

      The men’s ears perked up when they heard what sounded like voices. O'Connor, who’d been dozing, went onto his stomach and pushed his carbine forward, his finger on the trigger. He strained to hear the voices, but they were distant and not the guttural sound he’d come to equate with Japanese soldiers. Whoever it was, there was a lot of them. The voices seemed to be vying for the spotlight, like a room full of chatty women. It was wrong somehow. The voices weren’t quite right, there were no words, not even language really. He closed his eyes trying to decipher what was being said.

      The wind increased and the voices got louder. He smiled and looked over to Carver who was gripping his pistol and squinting towards the sound. O'Connor waved his hand to get his attention. He mouthed the word, ‘wind’ and pointed to the air. Carver didn’t get it and signaled him over. O'Connor crawled to him and whispered, “I think it’s the wind whistling through the rocks.”

      Carver listened hard. He nodded, “Only one way to find out.” He went into a crouch and looked to the others all hunkered as low as they could go. He signaled for them to cover him and he went forward, his pistol leading the way.

      O'Connor watched him, impressed once again at how well he moved. Not bad for an old guy. When he got to the crest they could see him relax. His shoulders lost their tension and he stood up. He waved them up and called, “Bring the radio.”

      The others looked at one another, still hearing the voices, but stood and trotted to their sergeant’s side. Once on the ridge the sound of the voices was obviously coming from the wind hitting the rocks. The sharp ridges and tiny holes of the volcanic rock were acting as perfect noise makers. The wind speed was perfect for sounding like high pitched human voices. Carver folded his arms across his chest and told the men about Morrisey and his native’s superstitions. “I’ll bet this is what they’re afraid of; a little wind.” He pointed, “Look at that view. We’ve got a perfect view of the Jap lines from here.”  Indeed, it was almost too good and the men instinctively crouched. The fog had cleared. The Japs were miles away, but they were much closer than they’d been from the ridge across the valley.

      They hunkered down out of the wind and Carver checked in with Division. He kept his call short, not wanting to use the precious batteries. Division informed him the push would happen the day after tomorrow at dawn and they should be ready to direct naval and air assets onto targets.

      He’d signed off and spent the next hour scanning potential targets, writing down coordinates on his map with his nub of a pencil when O'Connor ran up to him and said, “Japs coming up the trail.”
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      Thomas Welch was running through the jungle at top speed, crashing through the bush, vines and branches cutting his arms and cheeks. He hadn’t heard any shooting or felt any near misses for a while. Can I slow down? Are they still after me?

      He slowed his pace, taking more care with his steps. His breath was coming in short spurts and sweat poured from his body. He’d have to stop soon or risk dropping from heat exhaustion.

      He stopped and tried to calm his breathing, listening to the jungle, listening for pursuit. He wiped his brow, only hearing normal jungle sounds. There were no gunshots, no yelling. He thought he’d come a couple kilometers from the ambush site. In the jungle, even a half kilometer was enough to disappear and he was a master at disappearing in the jungle.

      He was surrounded by thick vegetation. He thought about the terrain around him, picturing his direction and speed from the ambush. He figured he was south of Ahio’s village. He knew his path would be easy to follow from his headlong run. Now it was time to lose any pursuers. He’d move quietly and carefully from now on, leaving no signs of his passage. He was as skilled as any native and was sure he could make himself invisible.

      He checked his new carbine. He’d fired four shots. He was pretty sure he hadn’t hit Morrisey with any of them. He gritted his teeth, how had the old fox known he was coming? He’d most likely never know the answer. He took a drink from his canteen and thought about his next move. He couldn’t go back to the village; he couldn’t go to any of his old haunts. News traveled fast amongst the natives. He’d be hunted. He only had one option left and it sent shivers up his spine to think about. He’d have to get to the Japanese lines and somehow get to Colonel Araki.

      He took a deep breath knowing the odds of getting through the Japanese lines without being shot weren’t good. He started moving further south to bypass Ahio’s village. Once around it he’d head northwest until he ran into the Japanese lines. It would help that he was fluent in Japanese, but once they saw he was a white man, would they shoot first? He’d just have to convince them.

      Getting through the lines might be the least of his worries though. He cringed thinking how Araki would receive him. He’d failed at everything he’d set out to do. Colonel Araki did not take failure well. They went back a long way, but friendships only went so far in war.
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        * * *

      

      As he made his way through the jungle, he remembered the last time he’d been in Japan with the then Lieutenant Araki. It was years before the war. He’d been out of Japan for four years attending university in London. Upon graduation, he made the long trip to Japan to surprise his old friend on the day he would be accepting his commission as a 2nd Lieutenant in the Imperial Japanese Army.

      The voyage had been long and arduous. Diplomatic relations between Japan and Britain had deteriorated over the years, but Welch didn’t worry too much about it; politics ebbed and flowed as often as the tides. When he walked off the ship though, he was struck by how much had changed in the four short years since he’d left. The cities were bustling with feverish activity. He was astonished at some of the new buildings and more than a little intimidated with the pervasive military presence. As a European, he received withering stares from the young men in uniform. Had things deteriorated so much as to incite violence at the mere sight of a foreigner?

      He’d cabled ahead to Araki’s family telling them of his surprise visit. They’d written back a short cable telling him he shouldn’t come. He’d been distraught. The Araki family had always been close friends; in fact, they’d been the one family he and his family had bonded with during his father’s diplomatic career. It was unimaginable that he wouldn’t be welcome. He’d ignored the note and decided he’d go anyway. He could stay in a local ryokan or inn. He’d see them at the ceremony and hopefully his presence wouldn’t embarrass them.

      The next two days he’d walked around Tokyo visiting his favorite places. He was surprised at the changes. There was an anger towards him that he couldn’t understand. People that once happily sold him a newspaper or his favorite pastry, Sata andagi, with a happy word or a joke, now looked at him with suspicion and even fear. They’d look around as if searching to see if they were being watched. On the second day he was convinced he was being followed. It was never obvious, but he had the distinct feeling he was being watched.

      He’d planned on staying in the city for at least two weeks, but decided he’d leave as soon as he’d seen his friend commissioned. He’d travel to the countryside and visit some of his favorite gardens. Maybe it was only Tokyo.

      He’d shown up at the ceremonial garden where Araki would receive his commission. He entered quietly and sat in the back so as not to create a stir. He received withering looks from the Araki family, which made the blood drain from his face. The family that had been such a huge part of his childhood were looking at him with outright hatred; or was it fear? He was frozen in indecision. He decided he wasn’t wanted and was about to leave, but it was too late. The ceremony was starting. It would be rude to leave.

      He watched as each graduate received the coveted commission of a Japanese officer. When it was Gobo Araki’s turn, he stood proudly before the Colonel and received his 2nd Lieutenant’s patch. He saluted the Colonel with a hand that looked as though it could cut through metal. Welch was stunned at his friend’s transformation. He’d always been a skinny man, but he’d filled out, his body thick and strong. He had the bandy legs of a man who rode horses.

      When the ceremony was over, the crowd stood and bowed towards their newest members of the Army. Welch stood head and shoulders above the audience and Araki caught sight of his old friend. He gave a slight smile and winked. Welch felt a weight lift from his shoulders; at least his friend hadn’t changed so much. He smiled back at him.

      After the short reception he finally got to speak with his friend face to face. They went to a sushi bar, drank Saki and laughed. It was good to talk with his friend again. Araki told him about the changes sweeping the country. He was genuinely excited to be a member of the Army and was convinced his generation would make history and he’d be at the forefront. The talk sounded dangerous to Welch, warlike. He told him so and Gobo Araki responded. “The West has ignored us for the past decade, slowly forcing us into submission. We are a proud people and won’t let our superior race be trodden on in such a manner.”

      Welch, feeling the alcohol, looked at him in disbelief, “Superior race? You sound like that crazy son-of-a-bitch Hitler. Since when are you a racist?”

      Araki grinned, “Not racist, realist. Our Emperor is ordained by God, so of course we’re superior to the mixed races.”

      Welch was stunned. He stood and paced, rubbing his chin. “So, you feel any gaijin, myself included, is not as pure so is inferior? Am I inferior to the street urchin selling fish at the wharf?” He was red in the face. He’d never known his friend to carry such disturbing beliefs.

      Araki smiled, “I’m not going to argue something that is obvious. I’m not debating the issue.” Welch shook his head not knowing how to continue. He suddenly wanted to get out of the bar and out of the country. 2nd Lieutenant Araki smiled, “I was visited by a Colonel this afternoon after the commissioning. He asked about you.”

      Welch raised his eyebrows, “Oh?” He looked at his friend, but he couldn’t seem to focus. He shook his head trying to clear his vision. The saki’s stronger than I remember. He grabbed the side of the table and held on as the room started to spin. He tried to speak, but couldn’t seem to make a sound. His tongue felt like a bloated fish; he couldn’t make it work. He released the table and held his head trying to get the world to stop spinning.

      He woke hours later in a white room without furniture, except for the medical gurney he was strapped to. He looked side to side until he felt his head throb. He shut his eyes experiencing the worst headache he’d ever felt. A man was beside him and he spoke softly to him, “Relax Mr. Welch. No harm will come to you if you relax. Can you relax?”

      He spent the next week and a half at the facility. At first, he was afraid, after all he’d been kidnapped, but he was released from his restraints soon after waking and he’d been treated like an honored guest ever since.

      2nd Lieutenant Araki visited often and they’d sit and talk for hours about events happening in Japan and around the world. He also spoke to knowledgeable men of power with unique insight into the way they thought their country and indeed the world, should be developed. Their plans were auspicious and full of optimism and they wanted him to be a part of them. His decision to help them was sealed when they assured him he’d be well compensated, both in money and power. They rewarded his decision by putting him in a richly decorated room with a huge bed in the center. Soon he was joined by four beautiful geisha girls who kept him up all night.

      He’d sailed back to England with plans to join the Foreign Service. He applied and got what was considered the bottom of the Foreign Service barrel, the Solomon Island chain protectorate. He’d spent the next four years working in the Solomons, his most recent assignment, Guadalcanal.
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        * * *

      

      He’d been walking for three hours towards the Japanese lines. He hadn’t seen any signs of pursuit. It wasn’t surprising since he was very skilled at hiding his trail. Even if they were following him, it would be difficult and slow. He’d be at the lines long before they could catch up with him.

      He had to be more careful now. He was close to the Japanese line. He’d be shot on sight if he was seen. In order to survive, he had to be the one that saw them before they saw him.

      He came to the edge of a small meadow and crouched in the tall grass. He listened and thought he heard voices. He melted into the jungle and listened as boots tromped through the field towards his position. There was no more talking, but he knew it had to be a Japanese patrol. Then he saw them, no more than ten yards away. They walked past his position. He thought about calling to them, but soldiers on patrol were jumpy and it would be risky. He waited until they passed out of sight and hearing, then followed their path back the way they’d come.

      He had his rifle slung over his shoulder, no reason to give someone an excuse. He thought about what he would say. Should he call out as if he were a soldier coming in or simply walk in with his hands held high pleading his case? He hadn’t made up his mind when he came to the Japanese line. He laid down and crawled forward a couple yards. He peeled back the brush and could clearly see a a foxhole occupied by four soldiers. Their rounded helmets were poking above the hole. He could make out their chatter, but no words. It was good to hear the Japanese language again.

      He called out in Japanese, “Friends, I’m coming in, don’t shoot. I’m your prisoner, don’t shoot.”

      The four men put their Arisaka rifles to their shoulders and yelled, “Who goes there? Holy sun, Holy sun.”

      They were looking for a counter-sign that he couldn’t know. He called out, “I don’t know the counter-sign. I’m standing up, I’m not dangerous. I’m your prisoner.” He took a deep breath. He’d either live or die in the next few seconds. He put his hands up and stood. He was fifteen feet away. The soldiers were sighting down their rifles, their fingers tightening on the triggers. “Don’t shoot, I’m here to see Colonel Araki. Colonel Araki is my friend. I’m your prisoner, don’t shoot.”

      A stocky sergeant bounced out of the hole and keeping his rifle trained on him, motioned for him to come closer. Welch did so slowly, keeping his hands up and trying to keep his smile as friendly as possible. When he was a few feet away he said, “I’m your prison…”

      The sergeant was half his size, but thick and mean looking. He yelled, “Shut-up!” and butt stroked him in the gut. Welch bent over, grabbing his stomach. The next swing was across his chin and he fell to the ground, blood gushing from his mouth from several broken teeth. The other soldiers helped their sergeant pull their prize into their lines. They all punched and kicked him, taking great delight in inflicting pain. The sergeant ordered two men to stay in the hole as he and the other dragged him through the lines.

      He was taken to a green, open-sided tent, pushed into a chair, his hands tied to a post and punched mercilessly until a lieutenant walked in and the enlisted men snapped to attention, stepping back from their labors. The lieutenant leaned down and inspected the bloody face. “Who told you to beat this man?” none of the soldiers responded. The lieutenant screamed, “Answer me, Sergeant!”

      The stocky sergeant jumped and squirmed, “No one, Sir.”

      “Then why did you do so?”

      The sergeant looked confused. His eyes squinting even more than they naturally did, “He’s an enemy soldier, Sir, he surrendered without a fight; a coward, sir. Scum.”

      “I was told he spoke fluent Japanese and knows our Colonel Araki, our regimental commander.”

      The sergeant’s face went white, “He said those things, but I think he must be a spy.”

      The lieutenant spun and looked down on the Sergeant’s terrified face. He yelled, “Let me do the thinking, Sergeant.” The sergeant cringed with each splatter of spittle upon his face. “Get out of my sight, back to your hole.” The sergeant did a perfect left face and marched from the tent, followed by the private.

      The lieutenant kneeled in front of the bleeding Welch and lifted his chin. Welch groaned in pain. “Who are you?”

      Welch’s head spun from the beating, but through blood and broken teeth he told the lieutenant everything. When his tale was told the lieutenant nodded and sent a man to summon Colonel Araki. He leaned down and whispered in Welch’s ear, “If you’re lying and I disturbed the Colonel for no reason, you’ll be begging to die, gaijin.”

      Through cracked and bleeding lips he mumbled, “Tell him Thomas Welch is here. Thomas Welch. He knows me.”

      Ten minutes later Colonel Araki sauntered in and saw his old friend bound to the chair. Welch expected him to be angry at his treatment, expected to be released instantly, but instead the colonel crossed his arms across his chest and looked down on him. He told the lieutenant to leave and to put two guards outside the tent. The lieutenant left in a flourish of bows. “Well Thomas, it’s been awhile. You were supposed to deliver the Americans to me by now. I’m assuming you being here is a sign of your failure?”

      Welch pulled against his restraints. “Can you release me? I’m not leaving. I came to you.” Colonel Araki only stared, awaiting an answer. For the first time, Welch was scared. He looked Araki in the eye, trying to see his old friend, but he wasn’t there. He was replaced by a hard, remorseless warrior. “It’s been a struggle. I couldn’t convince the Americans to attack towards the hills. They were already committed to their battle plan and weren’t going to change it.” He looked down and shook his head. Blood dripped from the side of his mouth and pooled on his torn pants. He shook his head and whispered, “Nothing has gone according to plan. Nothing.”

      Araki paced, then slapped him hard across the face. The sudden violence caused Welch to cry out. Blood sprayed from his nose. “You have anything for me? Anything of use? Or have I been wasting my time all these years? Are you as useless as you appear?” Welch’s shoulders heaved as tears welled. Araki yelled, “You’ve always been weak. You’ve always disappointed. I was a fool to think you could be useful to the Empire.” He grabbed his chin and made him look into his eyes. “It’s time to end my mistake; something I should have done a long time ago.”

      He went to his holster and started to unbutton his 9mm Nambu. Welch’s eyes went big as saucers. He had no doubt his old friend was about to murder him. “W-wait, I have information that will help you.”

      Araki pulled the pistol from its holster and chambered a round. He placed the barrel against Welch’s temple. “Go on.”

      “There’s a unit, a squad of soldiers on a ridge overlooking the battlefield. They’re calling in artillery and airstrikes on your positions. I, I know where they are. I can show you.”

      Colonel Araki smiled. He’d been taking accurate American fire over the past week. He had his men scouring the highlands, but they’d come up empty on the spotters’ location. He assumed it was some high flying spotter plane’s doing. He pulled the gun from his temple and called to one of the guards outside, “Bring me a map and cut this scum loose.”

      Welch looked at Araki and smiled. Blood soaked his shattered teeth, giving him the look of a bloodthirsty maniac. Colonel Araki scowled at him, “You look like shit, Thomas-san.”

      The soldier brought the map and handed it to Colonel Araki who spread it on a table. Welch was cut loose and he fell forward, rubbing his bleeding wrists. Colonel Araki looked at him while drumming his fingers. Welch staggered to his feet and joined him at the table. Araki said, “Show me.”

      It took Welch a moment to orient himself to the map. He put his bloody finger on the spot where they were and followed it up until stopping on a ridge. Araki nodded, “I wondered about that. It was our next searching point, but the Americans attacked and I had more pressing matters.” He took out a pen from his inside pocket and circled the spot. He then brought his finger down the map to a spot in the hills far above his camp. He did some calculating in his head and nodded. “Our artillery can hit that ridge with a high arcing shot. You’re sure of this, Thomas?” Welch nodded.

      Colonel Araki took out a pad of paper and wrote down the coordinates. He called to the guard who was standing against the wall at attention. “Take this to the radio room. I want the forward battery on this fire mission, priority.”

      The private bowed, took the paper and ran outside. Ten minutes later the soft thumping of outgoing 175mm shells was heard. The barrage lasted five minutes. The ridge was hit with fifteen shells.

      Colonel Araki had been outside the tent with his old friend beside him. Welch had a bandage wrapped across his jaw and his other wounds had been treated. Araki tried to see the impacts of the barrage, but the ridge was over the horizon of a closer ridge, so it was useless. He called Lieutenant Kogi over. He ran up and stood at attention. “I want confirmation on those shots. Take half of C Company to the ridge and check to make sure of its complete destruction. Then I want the ridge occupied and used as a spotter position.” Lieutenant Kogi gave a crisp salute and was turning to leave. Colonel Araki asked, “Don’t we have another unit in that area, Lieutenant?”

      Lieutenant Kogi stopped and nodded, “Yes, Sir. A squad from D Company is on the hill to the west, due South of our position. They’ve recently returned to exchange radios. They had battery power, but they are stringing communication wire up to the position as we speak. I expect them to be back in position by this evening.”

      “Can they see the ridge from there?”

      “It’s across the valley, but I don’t know if the jungle allows for a direct visual. When they check in I can have them scout the ridge.”

      “I’ll send C Company anyway, but yes. Have them give me a damage report.” Lieutenant Kogi bowed and went to find C Company. “One more thing, Lieutenant,” he trotted back to stand in front of Colonel Araki at attention. “Mr. Welch will be accompanying you to the ridge. He knows the area and may be useful.” He slapped Welch on the back, “Perhaps after our victory you can lead the company to Captain Morrisey’s village.”

      Welch grinned, relishing the thought. He started working out just what he’d say to the arrogant son-of-a-bitch as he snuffed out his last breath.
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      Carver, Dunphy, Hooper and O'Connor were back on the other side of the ridge listening to the Japanese troops move back into their position. By the sound of it, there was probably a light platoon. They were far outnumbered. The evening sky was cloudy and the sun was shining through in shafts. The color infused the air with a beautiful lightness, adding a tint of pink to everything. If they weren’t in such close proximity to death it would’ve been a glorious evening. They stayed hunkered down in their hastily dug foxholes. It was surreal listening to the enemy going about their business, completely oblivious to their presence.

      The sun was just touching the horizon and the Japanese chatter had died down. The squad hadn’t heard anything for a few minutes. Sergeant Carver wanted to find out what was happening. He signaled that he was going to take a look. O'Connor shook his head and pointed to himself. Carver grit his teeth, but knew it was a better choice. O'Connor was a better stalker. He nodded to O'Connor, who flashed him a thumbs up.

      With his rifle cradled in the crooks of his elbows, he slithered from his hole. Soon he was out of sight. Waiting was agony for the rest of them. They expected to hear shouting, then shooting and then they’d die, but it didn’t happen. twenty minutes passed before O'Connor slithered back to them. It was now completely dark. The clouds had cleared, unveiling a black sky dotted with millions of twinkling stars. Another gorgeous night on Guadalcanal.

      O'Connor went straight to Carver’s hole and whispered in his ear. “The Japs are all racked out in a camouflaged hut just over the ridge. We missed it before; it’s well hidden. The foxholes are empty, but there’s one sentry on top of the hill. He’s got his back to us.”

      “All the others are in the hut? Are you sure? What about weapons? You see any machine guns or mortars?”

      “The sentry’s sitting behind a Nambu, but they must not be worried; it’s not set up in a very good spot. I didn’t see any mortars or any more sentries. They’re sitting ducks.”
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant Katayama was exhausted. His men had left this morning to replace their handheld radio with a wired unit. On their way down the sky had opened up and soaked them in an unnatural deluge of water. They had to hunker under the jungle canopy to keep from slipping down the face of the muddy hillside. It had delayed him an hour that he didn’t have to spare. They double timed it the rest of the way, resupplied food, a new radio and a huge spool of communication cable. They’d used a rebellious donkey to haul the cable, but the animal proved to be more trouble than it was worth. When they got to the steep last kilometer, the donkey had stopped and wouldn’t move. Finally, they unburdened the beast and hauled it up the final bit themselves. It was unwieldy to say the least. The final push had taken them two hours. They’d barely had enough time to settle in before it was dark.

      Katayama laid in his hammock amongst his already snoring men and wondered if he should send a patrol to walk the perimeter. He’d put the hapless Corporal Rinko on the ridge overlooking their position with one of the machine guns. He was about to position the other one when he’d gotten the call on the new radio, asking him to report in about the ridge to the east. By the time he moved to a position where he could get a glimpse of it, the sky was darkening. He reported that it was too dark and that he’d check first thing in the morning. He’d never gotten around to placing his defenses for the night. As he slipped into sleep he felt confident in the fact that they hadn’t seen any activity in their area for the past two weeks. The sound of his exhausted men’s satisfied snores caressed him into a deep sleep from which he’d never awaken.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Carver went to each man and pulled them into a circle. He let O'Connor tell them what he’d seen. They were relieved how vulnerable the usually hyper-vigilant enemy soldiers seemed to be. Carver said, “I’ll sneak up on the sentry and take him out. O'Connor will lead us to the hut and we’ll attack it with grenades. Everyone roll in two. Once it’s done hose them down with at least a clip, then we’ll finish whatever’s left. Understand?”

      O'Connor raised his hand, “I can take the sentry, Sarge. I know where he is. I know I can get close without being heard.”

      Carver looked him straight in the eye. “You ever do any wet work?”

      O'Connor licked his suddenly dry lips. “I’ve killed lots of game with my knife. I know how to kill a man. It’s easier than a wild animal.” Carver nodded and O'Connor nodded back. He wondered why he’d volunteered for the grisly chore. He’d killed plenty of Japs, but this would be different. His victim would probably be sleeping and he’d have to end his life with a quick thrust of his blade into the man’s brain. He’d feel the blood, the breath, the shit. He gulped, suddenly wishing he hadn’t volunteered. It was too late now, he’d have to go through with it or forever be untrustworthy.

      He slid forward the same way he’d scouted; he could barely hear the soft scrapes of the other men behind him. He moved without a sound. When he crested the hill, he could make out the dim outline of the sentry sitting behind the machine gun. The gun was aiming straight out into the darkness on the swivel tripod.

      O'Connor stopped and realized he didn’t have his knife out. He stopped crawling and moved his carbine from the crook of his arm to the dirt beside him. One of the others would pick it up for him. He reached back and pulled the knife out of the sheath at his belt without a sound. The familiar weight of the K-bar knife felt good in his hand, like an old friend. He silently prayed his old friend wouldn’t let him down.

      Keeping the knife in his right hand, he moved across the soft ground until he was ten yards from his target. This was the tricky part. He had to get off his belly and onto his rubber soled feet. He moved at glacial speed and after a minute he had his feet beneath him. He was in a low crouch and the slow movement had his muscles aching and sweat was pouring off his face and down the back of his neck to his ass crack. He took a few careful steps, each time searching the ground for any loose rock or twig that could give him away.

      He was directly behind the man. Close enough to hear him breathing. It was now or never. He extended his arms into attack position. The knife had never felt so heavy. The man’s head moved to the right slightly and he let out a long sigh. He was awake. The thought sent his heart racing. He closed his eyes for a fraction of a second, envisioning his next move, then he struck. His left hand reached in front of the man’s face and clamped over his mouth while at the same time his knife plunged into the base of the neck just behind the ear. He pushed hard angling the blade up towards the brain. The sickening feel of the blade deep in the man’s brain would haunt O'Connor for the rest of his young life. The Japanese soldier’s body went rigid and he kicked out both legs, pushing him upwards. O'Connor kept the pressure on and rotated the blade back and forth, scrambling the brains. The soldiers’ powerful backwards push almost sent O'Connor onto his back. He held on long enough for the man’s last breath to escape him. He held him until he was sure he was beyond movement, then pushed him away. His right hand was covered in blood and brain matter.

      Sergeant Carver was beside him, “Nice job, here’s your rifle. Lead us to the hut.” O'Connor took a deep breath and wiped his hand on the ground. He caught a whiff of the dead man’s bowels and had to swallow the vomit rising in his throat. “Take it easy,” Carver hissed.

      O'Connor wiped the gore from the knife onto the Japanese soldiers’ pants and sheathed it. He grabbed the carbine, took another breath and moved out in a low crouch.

      They moved across the plateau. The night was dark, the stars the only light. He took them to the edge and stopped. He pointed and Carver strained to see. He leaned into Carver’s ear, “It’s forty yards, against the ledge.”

      Carver nodded and pushed him forward. He couldn’t see the hut. He followed O'Connor until he stopped again. This time when he pointed he could see the well camouflaged structure silhouetted against the dark sky. He made a show of slinging his carbine and pulling two grenades off his belt. The others took the cue and did the same. With a grenade in each hand the men moved forward until they were just outside the small open doorway. They could hear the soft purr of men sleeping.

      Carver held up his first grenade and pulled the pin. He didn’t wait for the others; he let the spoon fly and rolled it into the open door. It was loud as it thunked the wooden floor and rolled around like a mini-bowling ball. He was pulling the pin on the second when he heard more thunks and rolling. He threw his second one in farther and turned to run. The others were beside him trying to find cover. They were ten yards away when the first grenade went off, followed in quick succession by the rest. The thatch siding of the hut muffled the sound, but it got louder as it shredded.

      When the last grenade cooked off, they started firing into the dark hut as quickly as they could pull their triggers. Carver, holding his pistol, held his fire. After they’d gone through a magazine and were reloading, Carver yelled, “Cease fire, cease fire!” He crouched and the others followed suit. Their muzzle flashes had ruined their night vision. They stared into the spotty night listening for any sound of life. They heard moaning. Carver couldn’t believe anyone could survive such an onslaught. They waited another five minutes until the spots dancing in their eyes settled. Carver rose, “Dunphy, get in there and check it out. We’ll cover you.”

      Dunphy hesitated for an instant, but rose and followed orders. He stepped across the threshold and his feet slipped out from beneath him. He crashed to the wooden floor with a shout. Hooper ran forward, “You okay?”

      The moaning got louder, responding to a human voice. Dunphy got to his feet and almost fell again, “Yeah, fine. The floor’s slippery. I’m okay.” He took another step further in. Hooper looked back at Carver who nodded for him to follow.

      Inside the hut the darkness was complete. Dunphy took a step closer to the moaning. It was coming from the far corner. He kept his carbine trained on the sound. The moaning got louder, becoming a pained half scream. The floor was slippery, the copper smell of copious amounts of spilled blood filled his nostrils. Dunphy was on the edge of vomiting, but held it in by force of will. He took a step, but stumbled into something. He could barely see the outline of what was left of a man’s torso. The roof had been blown away in parts and the starlight shimmered on the black blood covering the soldier’s shredded uniform.

      Hooper said, “Careful, he might be holding a grenade.”

      Dunphy looked back at him, “This guy? He’s half gone.”

      “No, the moaner. We should shoot him just in case.”

      Dunphy stopped and aimed at the sound. He couldn’t see the soldier, but he was only feet away from the sound. He aimed where he thought he’d be and pulled the trigger twice in quick succession. The sound within the hut seemed louder than the grenade blasts. Hooper yelled, “Goddammit, you coulda warned me. Now I can’t see shit.”

      From outside Carver yelled, “Everything okay in there?”

      Hooper stumbled out the way he’d come. When he tripped over the doorway, Carver reached out and caught him. Hooper shook him off, “I’m fine, Dunphy finished off the moaner. Fucked up my vision and hearing though.” He walked past Carver and took a seat, rubbing his eyes.

      Carver looked into the dark doorway, “Dunphy, you okay?”

      Carver jumped back when Dunphy peered from the side of the doorway only inches from his face. “Yeah, I’m fine, Sarge.” Carver stepped back as Dunphy came out and walked past all of them back to the ridge.

      O'Connor watched him walk by, but didn’t say a word. Dunphy looked like he’d seen a ghost. He watched him stumble back the way they’d come and disappear onto the plateau. O'Connor looked back at Carver. “We’ll leave it for tomorrow. It’s too damned dark. Let’s get back to our original positions and wait for the sun to rise.” No one thought that was a bad idea.
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        * * *

      

      In the predawn darkness, Carver woke the men and they returned to the hut. O'Connor and Dunphy dragged the dead sentry to the edge of the plateau and flung him as far out as they could. He sailed off the ledge and landed with a dull thump in the rocks. His head slapped onto a boulder and crunched. They’d have to dig a mass grave and bury the Japanese soldiers or the stink would become too much. Carver yelled to them, “Bring that Nambu down here and the ammo.”

      The four soldiers stood outside the still dark doorway of the hut. The smell of blood and cordite was strong. They stared into the darkness, no one wanting to enter until they could see better. Gradually, minute by minute, the sky lightened and brought color and depth to the world. The full devastation of the hut itself was evident. The walls were torn, with large pieces of thatch hanging to the ground. The roof was shredded; it wouldn’t provide cover unless they repaired it.

      When it was light enough, Sergeant Carver took a step to the doorway. He looked at the others, then back to the doorway and stepped through. Everyone except Dunphy followed. It was apparent what Dunphy had slipped on in the night. The floor was covered with congealed blood and unidentifiable body parts. His boot print was clearly visible on a dull white piece of what must have been intestine.

      The hut was a room of gore. The bodies were strewn around, none having all their limbs. Hooper heaved over and added his vomit to the scene. O'Connor quickly followed. Carver stood there looking side to side, taking it all in. He stepped over body parts to the mostly intact man in the corner, the moaner. He noticed the shoulder boards, an officer. He kneeled down, looking into the dead eyes. The man had a large belly wound; Dunphy had saved him from a long painful death. He stood and scowled at the smoking radio still sitting on the table. He wondered how often they were supposed to check in. At least daily, he assumed. How long before they send a squad up here to check out the radio silence?

      “All right, ladies. Let’s get this shit cleaned up. We need to bury them or we’ll be smelling them soon enough.” He looked out the back doorway, “There’s soft ground over there. O'Connor, go through their bags and see if you can find some ponchos to roll them in. I’ll help you.” He looked at Hooper, “See about any weapons and ammo you can salvage. We may need ‘em when they come snooping.” He yelled, “Dunphy, start digging a hole over beyond the hut. We’ll join you soon enough.” He could hear Dunphy walking around the hut. He hadn’t said much since last night’s attack. Every man dealt with his emotions differently.
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      As Colonel Araki watched C Company disappear into the jungle towards the suspected American observation post, he wondered about his old friend, Thomas Welch. Could he trust him? Probably, but how far? It was one thing to betray your countrymen, particularly when he considered Japan his home, but would he betray his race?

      With his arms clasped behind him he called for his aide. “Send word to Lieutenant Katayama. Tell him to expect C Company to pass in front of his position sometime this evening.” The aide bowed and quickly left. He nodded in satisfaction. Whatever happens, the whiny rat is out of my hair for a while.

      He went back to the map table and looked over his defenses and the American line. The American Army had proven to be almost as tough as the hated Marines. They had better weapons, but poor leadership. He’d let them crash against his defenses again.

      He put his finger on the map with the eight red x’s. He smiled. The Americans were unable to hit his precious 105mm artillery pieces hidden in the hills. Their elevated positions allowed them to hit the American front lines without worry of counter-battery fire. He thought about the grim sacrifices his men had endured to cut the road through the relentless jungle in order to get the massive guns to the ridge. Men had died, mostly natives, but some of his own as well. The sacrifice was paying off. He had the Americans at a standstill. When they attacked again he’d be ready to push them back with his full force. He’d push them off the beaches and off his airfield. Once he owned the airfield he’d destroy the last remnants of resistance.
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        * * *

      

      Welch was given a sidearm, but not a rifle. At first, he took offense, but thought better of it when he saw Araki’s glare. The message was clear; I don’t trust you completely. Welch strapped the Nambu pistol to his belt and nodded his pleasure. He didn’t relish the thought of patrolling without a weapon.

      They left at dawn. They made their way through the intricate barbed wire barricades by following a guide. When they were through, they went into a single file line and followed the winding path leading up the canyon. It followed a creek which flowed clear and strong. The farther they walked the smaller and steeper the creek became.

      The soldiers moved well, but he couldn’t help comparing them to their American counterparts. The Americans were better in the jungle; they moved with more skill.

      He’d learned through eavesdropping that the original C Company had been decimated by the American Marines. Most of the old veterans were casualties. C Company was now made up of replacements. They’d come in on what the Americans called the Tokyo express; an almost nightly reinforcement by Japanese navy cruisers. He swelled with pride thinking how the Japanese navy was having its way with the Americans. There was no way the Japanese could lose this war; the Americans were too weak. He felt certain that if they beat them here at Guadalcanal, there’d be no bouncing back. They’d sue for peace or containment and concentrate on the war in Europe. By the time they got back around to the Japanese, the world would be sick of war and the Japanese would be a formidable world power. The thought crossed his mind, what if I’m wrong? But he dispelled it out of hand.

      As the trail steepened, the trail of men slowed. Welch was much taller than the Japanese soldiers and more used to traveling in the jungle. He was frustrated with the slow progress, but kept his thoughts to himself, a smile on his face instead.

      He knew he belonged with the Japanese, but that didn’t mean they knew it. To them he was a gaijin, a foreigner, no matter how well he spoke their language. He’d dealt with the same thing back in Japan. He’d ignored the looks and slights until, eventually he was looked at, not as an equal, but perhaps tolerated. It would be harder for these men; they’d been taught that all other races were inferior. To Welch this was a ridiculous twist of history, one he assumed was procreated to keep the soldiers fighting. Once the war was over and he returned to Japan, the animosity would disappear like snow in the sun.

      They marched for two hours before Lieutenant Kogi called for a ten-minute rest. Instead of sitting, Welch walked past the reclining men and stood in front of Lieutenant Kogi, who was sipping from his canteen while studying a map. When he saw Welch, he nodded. Welch said, “Lieutenant Kogi, Sir,” He bowed and stayed that way until the lieutenant bowed back. “Sir, I have been on this trail before. It gets steeper, then flattens out for the final mile to the ridge.”

      Lieutenant Kogi interrupted, “Yes, I can read a map, Mr. Welch.” He shook it in his hand.

      “Sir, no disrespect, but I don’t think we’ll make it to the top before nightfall unless we quicken our pace.” He kept his eyes averted from the young lieutenant’s gaze.

      Lieutenant Kogi stared at him, not sure if he should be offended or thankful for this foreigner’s input. The thought of not completing his mission the way Colonel Araki had laid it out made him almost physically ill. That was not a report he wanted to make. “What is your suggestion, Mr. Welch?”

      He bowed again, “Sir, I could lead the patrol. No disrespect to your men, but I know this area and can get us there quicker.”

      Lieutenant Kogi looked at him with raised eyebrows. “You know of a faster way than the trail?”

      “There are parts of the trail that take aimless, meandering turns. I can avoid these spots and take a more direct route to the ridge, Sir.”

      Lieutenant Kogi considered it, nodded and spoke to his sergeant, “Tell Private Asha to accompany Mr. Welch on point.” The sergeant, a thick man with hands that looked like they could crush coconuts, nodded and took Welch by the arm, dragging him up the line with an iron grip.

      The patrol was back on its feet and following Welch. He was moving much faster than Private Asha had been. He looked back at the panting soldier and grinned. The man had been waffling and now he was working. He’d make an enemy of the private, but a friend of the lieutenant…a worthwhile trade.

      Another hour and they were past the steeps and onto the more open, flatter section. The thick jungle had given way to a forest-like setting with tall trees intermingling to block any sunlight from getting to the jungle floor. The walking was like strolling through a cushioned field of moss. Their progress increased and it was obvious they’d make the ridge with hours to spare.

      When they broke out of the jungle canopy they could see the top of the ridge. Welch stopped, took a knee and waited for the sergeant and lieutenant. Lieutenant Katayama spread the men out and they slowly advanced up the hill. Welch had his sidearm out. He licked his lips, hoping they found Morrisey and his men napping, or better yet, obliterated. He let the soldiers advance past him. If they weren’t napping and weren’t already dead, they’d engage them at any second. Or will they realize they’re outnumbered and simply melt back into the jungle? He hoped not.

      As the forward elements got within ten yards of the top, Welch noticed the smell of cordite and smoke. There were bomb craters all around, some still smoldering. He puffed his chest, impressed with the Japanese artillery’s accuracy. He crested the top, looking from side to side for any bodies. Would they have been removed? If there were any survivors, probably. The natives had already buried men only days before. If they lost more in the bombing, it may be enough to take them out of the war for good. He wondered if Ahio would take advantage of the power vacuum.

      There was shouting from the side of the ridge. A soldier had found something. Welch went to the call. A corporal was waving the lieutenant over. Welch arrived at the same time. The soldier was pointing to a destroyed structure. It looked to be the remnants of a hut built into the ridge. The wood and thatch was shredded and parts were burned. If anyone had been inside the hut, they wouldn’t have survived. Another soldier further down the slope yelled.

      Welch followed Lt. Kogi. Kogi’s nose crinkled as he approached the private. The air smelled fetid, like dead flesh. The private was excited. He pointed and said, “There’s body parts spread all around here, Sir.” The burly sergeant went down the hill fast. He inspected something, then leaned over and lifted a thick stick. It had something on the end, something shiny. Welch gulped when he realized it wasn’t a stick, but a severed arm. The shiny piece was a watch. The sergeant smiled, undid the clasp and held the bloody watch to his ear. He threw the arm away like a piece of trash. He shook the watch and scowled, “Broken,” he muttered. He held it up for the officer to see, “Looks American, Sir.” He shoved it in his pocket; a good souvenir.

      The men walked amongst the body parts looking for more treasures, but only found torn flesh, ragged boots and clothing. Lieutenant Kogi approached Welch and said, “Looks like your friends were killed to the man.” Welch raised an eyebrow, and Kogi continued, “Otherwise they would have buried them or taken them away.”

      Welch decided not to respond, but nodded. He wondered to himself, doesn’t seem like enough men and why’d we only find white men? The natives wouldn’t leave them to rot in the sun. To Lieutenant Kogi he said, “Looks that way.”

      Lieutenant Kogi had his men pile the body parts in a bomb crater and cover them as best they could. It wasn’t out of respect for the dead, but rather to cover up the putrid smell of their decaying bodies.

      Lieutenant Kogi spread his men out along the ridge. He had them dig foxholes in case of attack and he called into headquarters. He relayed what they’d found. His chest puffed out and his chin raised as he waited to accept the praise from a job well done. But instead the words seemed to deflate him and his brow furrowed in concern. Welch was standing nearby and noticed the change in Lt. Kogi. He stayed close, hoping to hear.

      When Kogi signed off, Welch said, “Were they happy to hear of the successful mission?”

      Lieutenant Kogi was staring at the ground, but Welch’s words brought him from his reverie. He looked past Welch and called, “Sergeant, get the squad leaders and come to me.” The sergeant went to gather the men. Lieutenant Kogi spoke to Welch, “We have a new mission.” He looked past Welch towards the hill in the distance across the valley. Welch spun around trying to see where he was looking. “The Colonel has lost contact with our observation post. He’s worried they’ve been attacked. At first light we’ll find out.”

      Welch couldn’t have been more disappointed; he’d hoped to convince Kogi to attack Captain Morrisey’s village. He had half a company and surprise, more than enough to completely destroy his former leader’s lair. He walked away sat on a rock outcropping and took a long pull from his canteen. He gazed across the darkening valley. The hill was only half visible from the ridge. They were probably having radio trouble. They’d waste a whole day, maybe more, chasing ghosts. He threw the empty canteen to the ground.
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      After the dead were cleared from the hut, they got busy pooling their resources and digging in. Sergeant Carver was pleased with the number of weapons the Japanese had left them: two nambu mounted machine guns with three bricks of ammo each, twelve grenades, twenty 50mm high explosive mortar rounds and one undamaged type 89 mortar tube. It was a small caliber tube known to G.I.’s as a ‘knee mortar.’ It only required one man to operate and was more like a grenade launcher than a mortar. They only recovered one workable Arisaka rifle; most had been in the hut and been destroyed. Carver tested the bolt action, familiarizing himself with the rifle. He slung it over his shoulder wondering if it was sighted in properly.

      He had his men dig in along the line where he thought the Japanese would come; along the communication wire. Their holes were spaced out twenty yards from each other. The first line of holes was down the hill about thirty yards, the next twenty yards and the final on the ridge itself. If they were pushed back to the ridge the only escape would be off the backside and into the jungle.

      Carver had no illusions though. If the Japanese came with anything larger than a patrol his four-man unit would have little chance of stopping them, no matter how well they were dug in. And come they would. Once the hilltop outpost failed to check in, he had no doubt they’d investigate. He only hoped they’d hold off until the American attack started. Once it began, the Japanese would have their hands full and might forget about them.

      While the men were busting their asses setting up defenses, Carver contacted headquarters. He’d been surprised when Lt. Smote had passed him off to Colonel Sinclair. He snapped to attention, even though he was on the radio. The colonel laid it out for him. The attack would happen soon and the only way it could succeed was silencing the 105mm pieces the Japanese had hidden somewhere in the hills. It was imperative they hold the ridge until the attack. Carver understood their position and the radio was handed back to Lt. Smote, who started taking down map coordinates of likely targets. Carver was like a kid in a candy store, relaying all the ripe targets he was seeing through Captain Morrisey’s field glasses.

      Lieutenant Smote assured him his fire missions were priority and he’d have naval guns and Marine air units at his disposal. Carver told him the situation with the Japanese radio check-in problem. Lieutenant Smote said he’d have fighters in the air all day flying cover for him. If he needed assistance, they were at his disposal. At night he’d be on his own, but hopefully nothing would happen and they’d be calling shots in the morning. Carver didn’t put much stock in wishful thinking. In combat, nothing ever went as planned. He’d put up the best defense he could, but he wasn’t going to sacrifice the rest of his squad for nothing. If it looked like they’d be overrun, he’d give the order to retreat. If it came to that, they’d be four separate men on their own, fighting for their lives in a hostile environment.

      The rest of the day was spent working. The men dug their holes deep and reinforced them with whatever they could find. Each of the twelve holes were sturdy and easily entered and abandoned. Carver put the machine guns in the outermost holes. None of the men knew how to use the Nambus, but were able to figure them out in short order. Each man knew how to shoot and load the sticks of ammo, but no one knew for sure how to clear a jam.

      The Nambus had deadly reputations for their high rate of fire and their reliability, so they might not need to know how to clear a jam. They’d all been introduced to the light weight knee mortars back on New Caledonia. A soldier simply braced the shaped base plate, angled the tube at forty-five degrees, indicated with a small leveler bubble window, dialed in the distance to target in meters, pulled the pin on the projectile, dropped it in and pulled the lanyard attached to the trigger. The shell would launch and explode on impact. The mortar tube was set up in Corporal Hooper’s hole. The right Nambu was Pvt. Dunphy’s responsibility and the left, O'Connor’s. Sergeant Carver would be helping load O'Connor, but would move wherever he was needed.

      By late afternoon, Carver’s eyes burned from staring through the field glasses, looking for more Japanese targets. The constant drone of circling Marine fighters took on a different tone and he looked to the cloudless blue sky. There was a new sound, more engines. They were higher pitched, as if they were diving. He caught a metallic flash out of the corner of his eye. He put the glasses to his eyes, but couldn’t find it again. O'Connor pointed to the sky, “Look, Jap fighters.”

      The Marines were rising to meet at least four Zeros diving on them. They were only dots to the men on the ground, but they knew the pilots were in a deadly battle of survival. Two to four weren’t good odds. The dots closed on each other, then the darker dots, the Marines, flashed through. One of the Zeros flashed and a black plume of smoke appeared. It looked like a careless child marking a perfectly blue sheet of paper with a ragged black marker.

      The dots turned together coming at each other again, but now they were lower and easier to see. The men watched as the deadly dance continued. Dogfights weren’t usually this close; they happened well beyond the horizon.

      The fighters slashed amongst one another and again there was a bright flash as one of the planes exploded. It was difficult to distinguish enemy from friend. The fight was taking the planes lower and lower. Now they could see the tracer fire shooting out like space age laser beams. As the fight got lower, it was obvious there was only one Marine fighter left and three Zeros.

      The Marine went into a steep climb and two of the Zeros followed. They couldn’t match the wildcats’ climb and both peeled off. The Marine took the opportunity to gracefully turn back to the descending Zeros; now he was on their tails. One broke off hard right and one went left. The Marine stuck with the closer one, the one that went right and soon his wings spouted flame and tracers ripped into the zero. It came apart like a toy and smashed into the jungle. A large plume of dust rose, marking its impact. The Marine continued diving and only pulled up when he was fifty feet above the jungle. He pointed his nose to Henderson field trying to make a break for it, but the Zero that hadn’t climbed in the chase was waiting for him. He was at one thousand feet and he dove on the fleeing Wildcat.

      The Wildcat was flying at red-line speed. The diving Zero was slowly catching up. The scene was playing out before the squads’ eyes like some crazy opera. Did the Marine pilot know he was being pursued? It didn’t seem like it. He kept his low and fast course, not altering his beeline to the east. The Zero was now at the same altitude; he’d stopped gaining the second he stopped diving. He wasn’t shooting, but lining up the shot. The planes were almost out of sight. Carver pulled up the field glasses and watched them darting away. He kept the commentary going, “The Jap’s not shooting. Oh wait, he is, he’s firing. Shit, the Wildcat’s smoking.” He pointed, “He’s turning back towards the beach, you see?”

      Now they were coming closer to them. The doomed Wildcat was getting bigger as it flew over the American positions on the beach. A wall of tracers went up as the Wildcat passed over the friendly Army units. It looked like every man with a rifle must be firing. The Zero shuddered, then shot straight up like being pulled on a string. Both wings sheared off and it continued its upward arc, hesitated, then nosed over and sliced into the sea. The men lifted their fists in celebration.

      Carver put the glasses down and suppressed his own smile, “Alright, let’s get back to work.”

      Just before dark they heard more airplane engines. They never saw them, but the bright flashes along the beach told them they were enemy bombers giving the Army yet another pasting. Carver hated being away from the main force, but he had to admit, he didn’t miss the bombing.

      The men ate C-rations and watched the sun dip below the Pacific. Sergeant Carver put them on two-hour watches. If the Japanese came during the night, they’d have no chance of survival. There were so few of them, they would be outflanked in an instant. Even if they came up the expected path, they could flank them quickly with only half a platoon. Even though the men were beyond exhausted, no one felt like sleeping.

      As a precaution, Sgt. Carver had the men attach their bayonets. If a night attack came they’d be hard pressed to attach them in the dark. No one particularly liked the bayonets on the M1 carbines. The weapons were small and the added weight of the bayonet threw off their aim. But if the Japanese came during the night they’d be upon them quickly and aiming wouldn’t be important, stabbing and cutting would.

      Carver thought about the conversation he’d had with Colonel Sinclair. He’d been careful not to say too much over the radio. He’d said the attack would come soon. How long would it take the Japs to send a patrol up here? If the attack didn’t come in the morning he’d have to hold out another day. It wouldn’t take the Japanese soldiers long to make the trek up the hill, maybe half a day. That meant if the American attack didn’t happen in the morning, he could expect company by midday tomorrow. With the help of the Marine fighter cover, assuming they weren’t having dogfights of their own, he could hold off one, maybe two attacks, depending on numbers and tactics. One well-coordinated flanking maneuver and they wouldn’t last more than a couple of minutes. He stared into the dark night, leaned back and shut his eyes. They wouldn’t come tonight. He dropped into a fitful sleep.
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      Corporal Hooper and the others were watching the sky lighten. It was at the edge of their perception. Morning was coming and they could all feel that their mission was concluding one way or another. The coming American assault would either fail or succeed. Their small unit would play an integral part. They all knew it and they all felt the inevitability of the path before them. There was no shirking their duty. The men on the lowlands would die by the hundreds if they didn’t silence the Japanese artillery. It was up to them. The next twenty-four hours would see them succeeding or dying; there was no middle ground.

      When the sun was still a half hour from rising, O'Connor whispered to no one in particular, “I’ve gotta take a shit, be right back.”

      He used his bayoneted carbine as a crutch to help him out of the hole. He stretched his tight muscles. He thought he may have gotten a couple hours of sleep. He stumbled his way west feeling for plants to use for toilet paper. There wasn’t a great selection; he’d have to use a rock again. It wasn’t as though there was much to wipe; he’d been mostly pissing out his ass for the past week, if he shit at all.

      He went to the cliff edge, near the shredded hut and squatted. He was facing the valley and the ridge they’d occupied only the day before. As he stared at nothing, concentrating on getting the deed done, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He didn’t look, but kept his gaze straight ahead, hoping his peripheral vision would see it again. Sure enough, there was something out there. He turned slowly to the movement. Nothing. He pulled up his filthy pants; the shit would have to wait. There was something there, he was sure of it. He crouched down, his carbine at the ready. He stared straight ahead hoping to see the movement again. The sky was lightening, shapes of rocks and trees becoming more than just dark blobs.

      He tensed. There, definite movement. Definitely not natural. There were people down there. His senses went into overdrive; he could hear the small sound of boots scraping ground then the distinct sound of metal scraping on metal. If he wasn’t listening for it he may not have heard it. Whoever it was, was still a long way down the hill. He scooped up his carbine and, in a crouch, ran back to the foxholes. “Sarge, someone’s coming up the hill from the ridge side.”

      Carver gave him a startled look and popped out of his hole. He trusted O'Connor and didn’t question him. “Pull the machine guns up and take one to the hut, find cover for the other. Keep ‘em a good distance apart.” He grabbed the knee mortar and ran it over to the other ridge. When he came to the edge he peered over, looking for the enemy. At first glance he didn’t see anything so he found a medium sized rock and put the mortar behind it, aiming towards the valley. He ran back to the others and helped them move the Nambus. Hooper had an armful of mortar rounds. “Take them over there behind that rock.” He pointed. Hooper nodded and stumbled his way. He deposited the load and went back for the rest.

      Sergeant Carver got on the radio. “Mother, this is Falcon 6. How do you copy? Over.”

      There was a long pause then a scratchy response, “Falcon 6 this is Mother. read you five by five. Over.”

      “We have troops coming up the eastern side of our valley. Any friendlies out here with us? Over.”

      “Wait one, Falcon 6.” 30 long seconds passed before they came back, “Negative Falcon 6. No friendlies in your area. Over.”

      Carver said, “You got any air cover for us? Over.”

      Another pause then the good news, “Scrambling a pair of Corsairs for you, should be on station in fifteen minutes.”

      Carver thought they could hold out at least that long. “Roger. It’s gonna get busy up here real quick. Tell the pilots we’ll mark our positions with smoke. Over.”

      “Understand. You’ll mark your position with smoke. Over.”

      He didn’t bother repeating himself, but went to the edge and looked down the slope. The sun wasn’t up yet, but it was minutes away. The slope was easy to discern and he quickly acquired the khaki colored advance of a large Japanese force. He pulled his field glasses up and from behind a bush scanned them. They were coming up the hill at a slow steady pace, being cautious. Did they know they were here? Where’d they come from?

      He swept the line then stopped on one man. He was dressed differently and was taller. He watched and said, “I’ll be damned.” He put the glasses down and whispered to his men. “That son-of-a-bitch Welch is down there. He’s armed with a pistol. Treacherous prick.” He grit his teeth. Welch had played them all like a damned fiddle. “Take off the bayonets, but keep ‘em close. We’ll have a coupla Corsairs up here in fifteen minutes. O'Connor, I want your first shot to be Welch. Kill that bastard.”

      O'Connor took off the bayonet and placed it beside him. He was lying prone and he sighted down his carbine. He found the tall Welch and adjusted his sights. Sergeant Carver spoke again, “Wait until I fire the first mortar. When it’s in the air, take him. The rest of you pour it on. Make every shot count.”

      The line of Japanese soldiers advanced, using the sparse cover as best they could. Carver thought they looked green; they weren’t moving as smoothly as seasoned troops and their uniforms looked brand new. Maybe they’d break and run. He dispelled the thought. He’d never seen a Japanese soldier run away.

      He went to the knee mortar and gazed over the top at the advancing troops. He tried to gauge the distance. He pulled the pin on the shell and dropped it into the tube. He twisted the range dial to sixty meters, found forty-five degrees and pulled the lanyard. The 50mm grenade left the tube with a soft thump. He watched the grenade arc then he heard the sharp crack of O'Connor’s carbine.
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      Welch was near the middle of the reduced company. They’d come across the valley in the night hoping to make the ridge by dawn. Lieutenant Kogi put him on point first thing and he led them quickly across. He’d been on this route a few times before. He didn’t know the area as well as the rest of the island because the natives were afraid of the hill and rarely visited. Nonetheless he’d led them efficiently and they’d be on the ridge with the observation unit within the hour. He wondered how long the two units would spend grab-assing before he could get back to the ridge and attack Morrisey’s village. Hopefully before dark. He’d lead them back at a fast pace.

      Now they were close. The unit was being as stealthy as possible. Lieutenant Kogi wanted to surprise his comrades and teach them a lesson on how to assault a hill. The inexperienced troops were doing the best they could, but in Welch’s estimation they were making way too much noise. He hoped the unit on the hill would see them and realize they weren’t Americans or natives. Being fired on by Japanese troops was something he didn’t want to experience again.

      The dawn was coming but it was still dark. Welch had his pistol holstered, not expecting trouble. The men around him were more cautious, looking at the hill as if it housed sleeping dragons. He tried to calm them, telling them there was nothing there but their own troops. The soldiers scowled at him with undisguised disgust. How dare this white-skinned heathen speak to them as if they were children. Welch decided he’d keep his mouth shut unless spoken to first.

      When they were sixty meters from the top, Welch thought he heard a faint pop. It was out of place; not a natural sound. He looked up quickly and tripped on a protruding rock. He fell forward at the same instant something buzzed by his ear. The sound of the shot followed close behind. He caught his fall by thrusting his right hand onto a craggy rock. The sharp edges cut into his hand and he fell the rest of the way forward. Before he could process the buzz and the shot, there was an explosion near the front of the company, followed immediately by the popping of gunfire.

      He stayed down and pulled his pistol from his holster. He looked up at the ridge, but couldn’t see anything. They were being fired on by their own men. This had to be stopped before anyone was hurt. He looked to his right and saw the man he’d tried to speak to staring at him. He was about to say something when he noticed the dark blood pooling beneath the man’s head.

      He peaked his head above the rock he was behind and a bullet slammed into it, sending tiny rock chips into his cheek. He rolled back cussing. The men around him started rising up to take shots at the ridge. It was insanity; a deadly misunderstanding.

      He heard Lieutenant Kogi yelling for his men to move forward. Welch stayed down, the last one had been too close. He felt his face and looked at his hand. It came away bloody. He felt his cheek, pulling out embedded pieces of rock. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief and held it to his cheek. He’d sit this one out until they either killed one another or realized they were shooting at their own men.
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      Sergeant Carver peered around the rock to watch where his mortar landed. He couldn’t tell if O'Connor’s shot had killed Welch. The others started shooting using only their carbines; picking their shots carefully, making them count. The mortar landed on the leading edge of the Japanese soldiers and he saw two men fly sideways. He went back to the tube and moved it laterally a fraction. He dropped another mortar in, pulled the trigger and watched it arc away. Without waiting for its impact, he moved the tube to his left slightly and fired again. He repeated the process five more times, sweeping the mortars across and up and down the exposed Japanese troops.

      He put the tube down, picked up the Arisaka and crawled to the edge of the ridge. The men were shooting carefully, knocking soldiers down then pulling back to cover. He laid the barrel on a rock and lined up the iron sights. He’d never shot an Arisaka, but knew the rifle was deadly accurate. He found a target, a soldier trying to get a better look around a rock. He fired and saw the man’s head snap back and out of sight. Whoever owned this rifle before me had it zeroed perfectly. He opened both eyes searching for another target and saw a man’s exposed leg. He pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. He cussed at himself and worked the bolt, loading another round. He fired and the leg blossomed red. He won’t be charging up the hill anytime soon. He looked to his left and saw O'Connor shooting. The Japanese were getting over their initial surprise and were starting to put more fire out. There were too many for the small force to keep pinned down.

      Between shots he yelled at O'Connor, “You get him?”

      O'Connor looked behind him and noticed Sgt. Carver. He shrugged, “I had him in my sights. He went down hard, but not sure if he got hit or tripped.”

      It wasn’t what Sgt. Carver wanted to hear. He knew he shouldn’t be aiming to kill one man, but he wanted that traitorous bastard dead.

      He sighted and shot another soldier who stood up to throw a grenade. It would have been an impossibly long throw. He must aspire to be a baseball star. Carver’s shot hit him in the side and he spun, losing the grenade. It dropped feet from him and exploded, sheering his legs from beneath him like twigs splitting. Two of his comrades were caught in the blast, one wounded and screaming, the other lay still.

      He saw an officer stand and wave his pistol, exhorting his men to attack. Carver brought him into his sights, but before he could pull the trigger the ground in front of him erupted with incoming bullets. He was forced to cower behind the rock and make himself as small as possible. The shots were flying by him and slamming all around him. He was too exposed. He heard the distinctive ripping sound of a Japanese machine gun opening up. At first, he thought it was one they’d captured, but the incoming rounds intensified, walking up and down his line, giving no doubt it was a Japanese owned weapon.

      He yelled, “Hooper get on the Nambu and return that fire, now! You too Dunphy.” He backed straight away from the rock sheltering him. The incoming fire was intense but somehow, he found cover without getting hit. He went to his knee mortar and peeked over the rock. The Japanese were up on the right flank charging up the hill. The left side of the Japanese line was laying down covering fire. They’d be overrun in minutes if they didn’t get fire on those advancing troops. He was about to lob some shells their way when he saw a flash in the sky. He looked up and almost whooped when he saw the four Corsairs. He put the knee mortar down and picked up the radio. “Marine high flyers, this is Falcon 6. How copy? Over.”

      The calm voice came back immediately. “Five by five Falcon 6. Where you want it? Over.”

      “We’re on the ridge facing east. The Japs are coming up the face right at us. Suggest strafing south to North. I’ll pop smoke on our position. Over.” He threw a smoke grenade a few feet behind him and was immediately enveloped.

      “That’s affirmative. We have smoke on your position. Keep your heads down. We’ll start with strafing and come around again with some two hundred pounders.”

      Carver propped the radio against the rock and yelled, “We’ve got fighters coming in from the south in one minute. Keep your heads down when it comes.”

      He looked down the slope. The Japanese were making progress on the right side while the left flank kept up a steady hail of bullets. Dunphy’s machine gun was silent, but Hooper was hammering away, despite the heavy incoming fire. Carver couldn’t see Dunphy. He wondered if he was hit. He scooped up the radio, took a deep breath and ran around the rock in a low crouch. Bullets snapped and buzzed all around him. He felt a sting on his left shoulder, but ignored it. He dove headfirst into Dunphy’s position. He landed on something soft.

      Dunphy screamed and lashed out, punching Carver in the belly hard. Carver gritted his teeth and before Dunphy could land another punch yelled, “It’s me, dumbass!”

      The hole was barely big enough for both of them. Carver had to expose his legs to get himself upright. Bullets chewed up the ground around the hole, but none found their mark. When he was upright he looked at Dunphy’s dirty face. “You hit?” Dunphy shook his head. “Then why aren’t you on the gun, goddammit?”

      “You said to get down.” As if to punctuate that thought, there was a ripping from their right side. Carver risked a look over the hole and saw the beautiful sight of a gull-winged Marine corps Corsair swooping in, guns blazing. The ground below erupted as the big slugs pounded into the advancing Japanese line. Before Carver ducked back he saw Japanese soldiers being torn apart, thrown back down the hill. He leaned against the back of the hole and looked at Dunphy’s searching eyes. He smiled, “They’re knocking the shit out of ‘em. Stay down, there’s three more coming.”

      The first Corsair pulled up and shot into the blue sky. Another was lining up on the now hunkered Japanese soldiers. Captain Malone lined up his sights on the settling dust in front of him. He could see soldiers diving for cover. He held steady, then depressed the trigger on the yoke. The heavy thumping of his six, fifty caliber machine guns shook the Corsair. He used the rudder pedals to swing the Corsair side to side in a yawing motion, spreading out his deadly fire. He saw soldiers being ripped to pieces as his bullets found their marks. The pass only lasted six seconds, but he expended five hundred rounds of high velocity, fifty caliber bullets.

      At the end of his pass he pulled up sharply and looked over his shoulder. He could see the dust and jungle foliage floating back to earth. He could see the next Corsair, Lt. Hawkins starting his run. He climbed away and leveled out behind Lt. Emmit. He’d let Emmit lead the attack to gain some much-needed experience. When the final Corsair was through with its strafing run and climbing to join up, he keyed his mike, “Nice shooting guys. This time were getting rid of our two hundred pounders. Remember there are friendlies down there, so keep it tight. If you’re not absolutely sure of your shot, don’t take it.” He got “rogers” from the others and pulled in front of Lt. Emmit. He waved as he went by, “I’ll lead the bombing run. Remember to keep your interval.”

      He got a terse “Roger,” from Emmit. He could tell the kid thought he was being coddled too much. Tough shit.

      Sergeant Carver slowly brought his head up and looked down the hill. Nothing was moving. The dirt and dust was settling, but the Japanese had disappeared. He knew better than to think they’d all bought it. He called to his men. “Everyone back on your guns, they ain’t finished yet, I guarantee it.”

      Dunphy crawled from the bottom of the hole and gave a low whistle, “I don’t see anyone alive down there, Sarge.”

      “Get on the gun and be ready. They’ll be coming again.” He heard the radio crackle to life. He brushed the dirt off and acknowledged the flyboys calling.

      Captain Malone’s voice was cool and calm, “we’re coming in with two hundred pounders. Stay deep in your holes, Army.”

      Sergeant Carver looked at the growing dots off to the south. He yelled to his men. “Flyboys are coming in with some heavy eggs. Stay down.”
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      Welch realized the gunfire from the ridge wasn’t the heavy sound of a Japanese Arisaka rifle, but the popping of the M1 Carbines the Americans had brought. He wondered if the men on the ridge were the same one’s he’d spent the last few weeks with.

      After the initial surprise of being fired on, he was happy to see the Japanese troops rallying. From the incoming fire it was obvious there weren’t many soldiers on the ridge. He risked poking his head up and wasn’t shot at. Most of the fire was being directed towards the advancing soldiers. He watched as one of the men running forward suddenly fell to the ground. He didn’t move. The Americans were few, but deadly.

      He heard Lt. Kogi yell for his men to cover from the right. Every rifle on the right side seemed to fire at once. Immediately the volume of fire from the ridge subsided. When the Nambu machine gun opened up along with the rifles, the Americans were effectively suppressed. Lieutenant Kogi stood up and exhorted the men around him to advance. The entire left side stood as one and started leaping forward, trying to gain as much ground as possible while there was no incoming fire.

      Welch heard the sound of another Nambu machine gun opening up, but this one was shooting down on them. The Americans were using their own weapons against them. The thought enraged him and he went to a knee and fired his pistol towards the ridge. He had no chance of hitting anything at that range, but it made him feel better. He saw better cover to his front, a depression with a medium sized black rock in front of it. It seemed almost custom made for him. He stood and ran to the hole, diving in headfirst. He rolled onto his back, rubbing his shoulder. He’d landed hard. The pain brought his rage under control and he took a deep breath. He thought, don’t get involved. Let the soldiers take care of it. You’re too valuable to get killed charging a machine gun nest.

      He noticed the American machine gun had stopped firing. He hoped the shooter had been shot and was dead in his hole. He risked a glance around the rock and saw Kogi’s men making great strides to the top; they’d overrun the Americans in another minute. Then the only fire was coming from the Japanese. He wondered if the Americans were trying to make a break for it.

      He caught the flash of something out of the corner of his eye, right before the world erupted in violent explosions of sound and debris. He fell to his stomach and heard the ripping sound of a heavy caliber machine gun and the roar of an airplane. He covered up as best he could as the ground in front of him was literally shredded. He heard the screaming and tearing of dying men. It lasted only seconds, but it seemed a lifetime. He was just bringing his head up when another fighter slashed down and strafed. The bullets sliced and whizzed off rocks. He curled into the smallest ball he could and screamed. Two more planes strafed, then it was silent, his ears ringing in the silence.

      His screams had descended to whimpers. In the silence he wondered if he were dead. How could anyone survive? But the pain in his shoulder returned and he realized he was alive. He came to a crouch behind the rock and peeked around the side. The scene before him was carnage. Men and parts of men were spread across the slope. The white dust was settling over the dead, giving them a ghostly quality. He looked to where Lt. Kogi had been leading his men. He couldn’t see anyone alive. He looked to the left and saw men cowering. No one was moving.

      He shook off the fear and realized they had to get off the slope. The planes would be back for another pass to finish them off. Was Kogi alive? It would be a miracle if he were. He took a deep breath and tried to give a command, but it came out as a squeak. His mouth was too dry to speak. He coughed and gagged and took a drink from his canteen. The briny water coated his throat and tongue and he felt his voice return. He yelled. “Fall back, fall back to the jungle line, now!”

      He didn’t wait for them to comply. He took off, bounding down the hill away from the ridge. He heard the grunts and breathing of the men following him. He didn’t stop until he was safely under the canopy of the jungle. twenty men were breathing hard around him, some vomiting and hacking. A sergeant came up to him and said, “Sir, what are your orders?” Welch stood to his full height and turned to the sergeant, who recoiled. “You? I thought you were Lieutenant Kogi. You made us retreat against our orders. You cowardly gaijin.” He swung his machine pistol in an upper cut motion, but Welch was ready. He dodged the blow and brought the butt of his own pistol down hard on the sergeant’s shoulder. He grunted and dropped to one knee, but he wasn’t done yet. He lunged forward trying to get the bigger man off his feet. Welch met his lunge with his knee coming up hard into the sergeants’ chin. He crumpled to the jungle floor just as the position they’d retreated from exploded in a rumbling firestorm.

      The men instinctively dropped to the ground and watched their old position engulfed as the four Corsairs dropped their two hundred-pound bombs.

      When the ground stopped shaking they stood and looked up the hill. Another sergeant stepped up to Welch and saluted. “What are your orders, sir?”

      Welch looked at the men who were now cowed by the realization that he’d saved their lives. Welch understood these men weren’t afraid to die and would rather die than be dishonored. There was only one thing he could say. “We attack the ridge and kill the Americans, but we do it my way.”

      Sergeant Murata looked to the ridge. It was still smoking and smoldering. There was no movement from the men who’d been attacking. He had no recourse, but to assume Lt. Kogi was incinerated somewhere up the hill. Welch wasn’t a Japanese officer, but he was a personal friend of the colonel’s, which gave him automatic rank in Sergeant Murata’s eyes. He also seemed to know his way around the jungle and this ridge. He made his decision to follow his orders, for now.
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      The strafing run had devastated the advancing Japanese troops. Sergeant Carver looked out over the slope, then back to the blue dots lining up for their bombing run. He thought the bombs would be enough to kill any remaining Japanese. He heard yelling coming from the slope and as he looked, he saw men starting to recover, beginning to stagger back to their feet. If they rushed they would overrun them, but the Corsairs would be there with their deadly bombs in seconds. The Japanese didn’t have a chance. He heard more yelling and saw the entire left side of the Japanese line retreating down the hill at a dead run. He raised his Arisaka, but the planes were too close. He yelled for his men to get down and threw himself into the bottom of the hole on top of Dunphy.

      Captain Malone was leading the bombing run. He knew the planes would be spread out behind him at ten-second intervals, plenty of time to keep out of the bomb blast of the previous plane.

      He angled the Corsair down five degrees, but kept his speed steady at two hundred knots. He was slow, but he needed to be precise to keep from hitting friendlies. He timed the drop perfectly, releasing the two-hundred-pound bomb. His Corsair leaped into the sky with the sudden release of weight. He put in full military power and scratched for altitude. He felt, more than heard the air shimmer with the impact of his bomb. He turned to starboard and glanced at the fireball subsiding on the slope. Bullseye, he thought. He saw the next plane in line coming in on the same track. There’d be nothing left of the Japs when they were through.

      Lieutenant Emmit was the last plane. He was still feeling the intense adrenalin rush from leading the strafing run. Now he was tail-end Charlie, flying through smoke and debris to get to the target. He slowed the Corsair, feeling the controls getting sluggish. He couldn’t see much, but he looked to his instruments, trusting them to keep him on course. When he thought he was in the right spot he held his thumb over the pickle. He swore he felt the plane shift to the right in turbulence, but his instruments remained steady. He put in some slight aileron to correct what he felt and released his two hundred pounder.

      He pulled away out of the smoke and immediately felt sick. He was flying directly along the ridge. He looked back searching for his bomb strike, praying he hadn’t just bombed his own troops.

      On the ground, the first three bombs struck the slope and sent carnage in all directions. The ground shook and the holes the men were cowering in collapsed all along the upper edges. The vibration shook the men down to their bones. Each man was curled into a tight ball, eyes closed hard, teeth gritted. Without realizing it, they were screaming. Their insides felt like they’d shake to jelly or their bones would break.

      There was a longer pause before the fourth and final bomb was dropped. It was released late so it overshot their position, but it slammed into the ridge and exploded only thirty yards from Cpl. Hooper’s hole. When the dust settled, the men slowly dug themselves out of their half-buried state. Private Dunphy felt like he’d been in the worst boxing match of his life. Every muscle ached, every joint screamed for attention. He sat on the edge of his collapsed hole and looked out at the charred, smoking slope. Nothing could have survived. Carver stood up and walked to the next hole, checking on O'Connor who was bleeding from his ears, but was otherwise okay. Then he checked Hooper.

      He wasn’t responding. He’d been closest to the final bomb. Sergeant Carver pulled him out of the dirt thinking he was only staying down, but he still didn’t move. He knelt beside his splayed body and slapped his face, “Wake up, Hooper.” Nothing. He felt for a pulse on his neck. Nothing. He lifted his eye lids and looked into his lifeless eyes. He ripped his shirt open looking for the wound that killed him, but he was intact. Sergeant Carver started to pound on his chest trying to restart his heart. He yelled and cussed and pounded on the lifeless body.

      After a minute, O'Connor put his hand on his shoulder and pulled him away. Carver looked at him with seething eyes. He went back to compressions, savagely pushing and thumping. O'Connor pulled him away and yelled, “He’s dead, sarge. He’s fucking gone. Stop.”

      Carver gave one last look at Hooper’s staring eyes, stood and strode away, muttering, “Stupid eye-tie mother-fucker.” He went thirty yards and sat down hard on the edge of the small cliff. He yelled, “You motherfuckers! you motherfucking sons-of-bitches!”

      O'Connor and Dunphy stared, never having seen their hard-assed sergeant lose it. It gave them pause. If this hard, combat professional was cracking, they had no chance.

      Carver stared down the slope for another minute, trying to get control of himself. He’d lost most of his men. The men who’d entrusted him with their lives were gone, blown to bits or shot full of holes. He’d let them all down. He’d killed his entire squad.

      He heard O'Connor call, “Sarge? You okay?” No, he hadn’t killed them all, not yet. He still had O'Connor and Dunphy and he still had a job to do. He shook himself and stood. He closed his eyes hard and squeezed his fists until they were bright white. He’d lost it momentarily and the thought of it drove him mad. There was something about seeing Corporal Hooper dead that had turned something inside him. He’d felt an overpowering sadness, then an overarching rage, then sadness again. He’d seen more death in this war than most men would see in four lifetimes and he’d never been bothered. Not like this. What was it about Hooper that set him off? He couldn’t begin to know, but he’d have to pull it together if he wanted to get what was left of his unit through the next few hours.

      He yelled, “Dunphy get me the radio, it’s in our hole.” He pointed at O'Connor, “Find the machine gun that was with Hooper. See if it’s still operational. If not find the ammo, and anything else we can use to kill Japs.”

      Seconds later Dunphy ran up holding the radio in two pieces. “Radio’s fucked. It must have shaken apart or something. It’s useless.”

      Sergeant Carver held the two pieces. How do I continue the mission without a radio? He let it drop out of his hands and it shattered on a rock. Dunphy looked at him wondering the same thing. Carver motioned with his head towards O'Connor. “Help him recover whatever you can. Don’t think the Japs are done with us yet.”

      Dunphy looked down the slope and saw it was still smoldering. The only evidence he could see of Japanese soldiers were smoking bits and pieces. “Don’t think we need to worry ‘bout them, sarge.”

      Carver’s voice was gruff, “Saw a bunch running down towards the jungle just before the bombs dropped. They might have made it in time.” Dunphy looked down the hill and ducked down. “Keep watch, but help out O'Connor. If they come they’ll come from a different direction.”

      Ten minutes later they were huddled on the ridge going over what they had left. One Nambu machine gun with three hundred rounds, six grenades, 12 rounds for the knee mortar, three M1 carbines with fifteen clips and the Arisaka rifle. It was enough to inflict damage if the Japanese came again, but with only three of them it might be a short last stand.

      O'Connor said what was on all their minds. “What are we gonna do, sarge? Without a radio we can’t complete our mission. There’s no reason to stay up here and die.”

      Carver looked at the guns and ammo, then looked each man in the eye. “If we don’t take out those guns tomorrow morning a lot of G.I.’s are gonna die. Hell, we may lose the island. You wanna be left here?”

      Dunphy spoke, “But what can we do? We can’t call in a strike without a radio and besides, we don’t know where the guns are.”

      Sergeant Carver looked to the west. “Division thinks the guns are on one of those ridges, overlooking the main Jap forces. If we move that way, we’ll see their smoke when they fire and we can hit them with everything we’ve got.” Dunphy and O'Connor were silent.

      O'Connor scuffed the dirt with his foot. “Gotta have at least a platoon protecting those guns, sarge.”

      Carver continued, “We could use the knee mortar to confuse ‘em, hit ‘em with grenades and the Nambu, maybe disrupt ‘em enough to give our guys a fighting chance. Once they’re in the Jap lines they’ll stop the arty.” Carver wasn’t sure about that last bit. The Japs tended to sacrifice their own soldiers more easily than their American counterparts. “Look, I’m not gonna order you to do this. You’re right; it’s got all the makings of a one-way trip, but it’s our only chance to complete the mission and maybe save some G.I.’s.”

      Dunphy looked at O'Connor who was staring back at him. He grinned and shrugged his shoulders. “We’ve come this far on this fucked up patrol, might as well finish it.”

      O'Connor nodded, “screw it, let’s do it.”
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      Welch found himself an undamaged Arisaka rifle the previous owner no longer had a use for. He led the surviving Japanese soldiers through the jungle to the west of the ridge. The jungle canopy was thick above them, the undergrowth sparse, making for easy walking. They moved carefully hoping to keep themselves hidden from the Americans. Welch hoped they thought they were all killed in the bombing. He’d have surprise on his side and he’d roll up their defenses before they knew what hit them.

      Three hours later Welch held up the men and brought his two surviving sergeants to the front. Sergeant Murata was a stocky, thick chested man with a flat nose and yellowed teeth. He’d been in almost constant combat for the past three years, a veteran of many jungle fights. He was also an educated man. Welch knew he’d been sent to England in his youth to study at one of the more prestigious military schools. He’d spent three years there before his father, a Colonel, had fallen from the graces of the military and been discharged in shame. His family suffered and the young Murata was returned home in dishonor. He never spoke English, but Welch assumed he was fluent.

      The other, Sergeant Ozaki, was also a veteran, but much younger than Murata. He was short and thin, yet made up for his stature with an almost maniacal fighting spirit. His nose had dried blood from where Welch’s knee had impacted him. His eyes were bloodshot and were starting to darken around the sockets. He scowled at Welch, but took a knee in front of him and listened to what he had to say.

      Welch pointed up the hill. “We’ll rest here for a half hour then assault the hill from here. There’s good cover all the way to the ridge. It’ll be slower, but we should be concealed the entire way. When we’re on top, we’ll spread out and sweep up the ridge. I want strict noise discipline. We won’t engage unless we’re seen or I give the signal. I don’t think there are many of them, so we may even be able to capture them.”

      Sergeant Murata looked sideways at him, “We don’t take prisoners, sir.”

      “We will if we can. I want to interrogate them before we kill them. I’d like to know what their plans are. It may help our comrades defend the upcoming attack.” The sergeants nodded. I also want to know what he knows about Morrisey.

      The half hour passed quickly. The men ate rice balls and dried meat, drank water and were ready to go. Welch had twenty men to work with, plenty to do the job. He was convinced there were only a handful of Americans on the ridge. If they could surprise them from the rear they’d have no chance. He’d have to watch his men though; they wanted blood and would slaughter them if given half a chance. He wanted them alive, at least for a while. When he’d gotten the information he wanted, they could do with them what they wished.

      They left the cover of the jungle in the late morning. There were thunderheads building above the island and Welch recognized the coming of another rain storm. He hoped to reach the ridge and be done by the time the rain came. If he was late, the rain would make excellent cover for his men to advance under. Either way, the American defenders were doomed.

      The men moved well, advancing slowly, using the natural cover of the car sized boulders for cover. The slope was steep, making the going slow, but they were under cover the entire way. It took an hour and a half, but they made it to the lip of the ridge without being seen. Welch went to the front and crouched beneath the ridge. He peeked over, looking for any movement, but saw nothing but shrubs and rock. They were hundreds of yards to the west of their last attack. He wasn’t expecting to see the defenders.

      He slung his rifle and pulled out his pistol. He waved the men forward and the sergeants split the men into separate squads and went over the cliff to the top. Welch went over, half expecting to hear the pop of the carbines, but there was nothing. He advanced with the men, crouched, using the cover. The men were covering one another, being careful not to make noise.

      Welch pushed forward, wanting to be close to the front to keep them from immediately killing the Americans. He knew he was taking a risk; the Americans had obviously targeted him in the previous engagement. He doubted it was a coincidence he’d been the one shot at first. If he hadn’t tripped, that bullet would have killed him. He wondered which of the soldiers had fired; probably the sharpshooter, O'Connor. He would repay him with pain if he captured the young redneck. The thought made him smile.

      The clouds above were dark and ominous. It will come any second. If it rained soon he’d have his men push hard, catch them when they were hunkered down.

      They’d covered one hundred yards with no sign. The next one hundred would bring them to where they’d attacked. He wondered if perhaps they’d abandoned the position. He hoped not. He wanted his revenge.

      He was thinking about revenge when the man in front of him held up his hand and went to one knee. He looked back at Welch and pointed forward. Welch felt his heartbeat increase. He took a deep breath, getting control and made his way to the soldier’s side. He pointed and Welch looked. At first, he didn’t see anything, then he did. There were three men crouched behind bushes. It looked like they were packing their backpacks. Welch had the feeling they were getting ready to leave.
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      Carver had let the men sleep while he watched for enemy troops. It had been quiet since the air attack. He contemplated moving down the hill to see if they could recover any more Japanese ammo, but decided against it. They had plenty and exposing themselves wasn’t worth the risk. They’d buried Hooper in the hole he’d died in. Carver added his dog tags to the growing wad he kept in his pack.

      The weather was turning. Dark clouds were forming over the mountain and he was sure it would start raining soon. He’d woken Dunphy and O'Connor and they sat in a circle packing their backpacks. Every nook and cranny was filled with ammo and the remaining food. The Nambu machine gun was dismantled from the tripod and strapped to O'Connor’s pack, the tripod on Dunphy’s. Carver almost decided to leave it behind, but the firepower would be needed if they found the artillery position. He’d strapped the ten-pound knee mortar onto his own pack and taken as many mortar rounds as he could fit. He’d given one to each man as well. Their packs were heavy, they’d have to take breaks or risk exhaustion.

      Initially, Carver wanted to leave at dusk, but the coming storm pushed his plans forward. It would be easier to deal with the rain once they were in the cover of the jungle canopy. It would act as a natural umbrella and moving would keep them warm and their minds occupied.

      They were cinching their packs when Carver caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He instinctively reached for his rifle, but before he could bring it up, Japanese soldiers rose up fifteen yards away, aiming long rifles at his chest. He heard a voice he’d hoped to never hear again. “Drop the weapon or you die, Sergeant Carver.” A leering soldier with sergeant’s stripes stepped from behind Welch. Welch said, “Drop it now. These men want nothing more than to fill you with lead.”

      Dunphy and O'Connor were frozen by the sight of many enemy soldiers so close. They glanced Carver’s way, wondering what he’d do.

      Carver held the Arisaka, but knew he had no chance. He may get a shot off, but he’d be filled with holes seconds later. The thought didn’t scare him; the thought of the inevitable torture did. His mind reeled. He didn’t want to be captured. He told himself he’d never let that happen, but he couldn’t make that decision for his men. If he made a move the others would key off him and they’d all die in a storm of lead. He couldn’t decide these brave men’s fate. He had to surrender. Within minutes he regretted his decision.
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      Welch was ecstatic. His men had come on the unsuspecting Americans and followed his orders to capture rather than kill. He’d repay them by letting them kill the Americans slowly when the time came.

      Welch knew there wouldn’t be many of them, but he was surprised there were only three. His men had found the buried man; Welch remembered his name was Hooper. They’d unearthed him and in front of the three Americans cut off his genitals and shoved them in his mouth. Carver seethed, becoming unbalanced, which is exactly how Welch wanted him. Welch found the Japanese propensity for torture somewhat distasteful, but if it got him the desired results it was worth it.

      Welch had them tied up and let his soldiers go to work on them with their fists. They delivered vicious blows to their bodies and faces. Sergeant Murata found a bamboo stick and used it on their shins until they were bloody messes. Twenty minutes after the beatings began the skies opened up and the rain came down in sheets. The cool water washed away the blood and gave the prisoners a brief respite from the Japanese soldiers’ wrath.

      Welch took the time to start his questions. “What was your mission? Why are you on this ridge? When will the Americans attack? Where will they attack?” The only answer he got was Carver’s name, rank and serial number. The other two were no different. He’d have to use another tactic.

      He pointed at Dunphy and his men lifted him from his crouching position by his shoulders. Dunphy winced in pain, feeling his shoulders stretched. He was separated from the others and sat down on a boulder. His hands were bound behind him and he bled from various parts of his face. His head hung to the side and he watched his tormentors through swollen, dark eyes.

      Carver watched through his own slits. O'Connor slumped beside him watching as well. O'Connor had been given extra attention. Welch told him it was for trying to shoot him earlier in the day. O'Connor was tough though and took each new assault with the stoicism wrought from a lifetime of hard knocks. Dunphy whimpered with each new punch, but he was taking it better than Sergeant Carver had expected.

      He doubted Dunphy would hold his tongue with more concentrated beatings, but he wasn’t worried. The questions weren’t important. The answers, which they didn’t have for the most part, weren’t important anyway. They didn’t know the exact attack plan, but the Japanese knew it was coming any day and were already prepared. The answers wouldn’t help them all that much. Carver wondered what Welch was playing at. Maybe he’d find out in the next few minutes.

      Welch put his face close to Carver’s. “Tell me about Morrisey. Is he and his band still in camp or are they nearby?” Carver scowled, but didn’t respond. Welch looked to the sergeant standing in front of Dunphy with his bayonet pointing at Dunphy’s chest. Welch touched his shoulder and nodded. With a yell straight from the training grounds of basic, Sgt.Murata lunged and buried his bayonet into Dunphy’s shoulder. Dunphy screamed, his eyes squeezed shut in agony. A line of drool escaped from the side of his mouth mixing with the blood and rain. Murata kept the bayonet planted in his shoulder and smiled. The bayonet dripped the rain and blood mixture, making it look like a diluted red wine.

      Welch continued. “I want to know about Morrisey and his men, sergeant. You’ll tell me what you know or Private Dunphy pays the price.”

      Carver seethed and pulled against his restraints. He wanted nothing more than to get loose and snap Welch’s neck like a toothpick, but it was hopeless. He was bound fast and wouldn’t be able to move quickly even if he were to get loose. Carver thought about Morrisey. What did he really know? Not much, nothing that could help Welch. When the answer wasn’t forthcoming he nodded to Sgt. Murata who twisted the blade. Dunphy’s screams renewed, finally fading to whimpering. Carver hoped he’d pass out soon.

      Through bloody lips Carver said, “What you wanna know?”

      Welch smiled and held out his hand. Sergeant Murata pulled the bayonet out in a smooth motion and Dunphy fell forward, but was caught by the soldier standing behind him. He pulled him back to a sitting position. Dunphy’s left sleeve was saturated in his own blood. It mixed with the rainwater and flowed to the growing pool near his boot. He was losing a lot of blood. Carver knew they’d be killed when the questioning stopped.

      “Are they in camp? How many men are with him? What weapons does he have?”

      Carver looked at him. These questions were inane. Welch probably knew more than he did, since he’d worked with Morrisey for years. He decided he’d go along with the farce. “He’s in camp.” He faltered and glanced at Sgt. Murata, whose bayonet was poised over Dunphy’s heart. “He’s lightly armed with old rifles and a couple of our carbines.” He watched Welch’s smile grow.

      Welch asked, “And they’re planning on attacking us from these very mountains? Attacking us from the rear?” he repeated the question in Japanese for his sergeants to hear.

      Carver didn’t know what he was talking about, but he seemed to want him to agree. “Yes, they’re planning to attack soon. Attack your buddies from the rear while we attack from the front.”

      Welch smiled and didn’t translate. He looked to Sgt. Murata who was staring at Sgt. Carver. Welch spoke a quick phrase in Japanese and Sgt. Murata smiled and steeled his eyes. He lunged forward and his bayonet pierced the center of Dunphy’s chest. Dunphy’s eyes flashed open in surprise and he looked at the bayonet buried in his chest. The sergeant leaned against the rifle, his yellow teeth bared as he stared into Dunphy’s darkening eyes. He twisted the bayonet and pulled it out, a long stream of dark red blood sprayed and mixed with the rain. Dunphy’s eyes rolled back and he slumped forward. This time the soldier let him collapse and he fell onto his face with a sickening crunch.

      Carver screamed, “No!” and tried to come to his feet, but was slammed down by the butt of a rifle to the top of his head. The blow dropped him to the edge of consciousness.
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      The rain stopped after an hour. The skies cleared and the dusk air filled with rising mist. The sun would set within the hour. Welch left O'Connor and Carver to fester where they sat. He wasn’t ready to kill them yet. He might still need them.

      He set the men to digging holes, which was sloppy work with the recent rain. He wanted to leave during the night and attack his old nemesis, Captain Morrisey, but he had to convince Colonel Araki of the need for the preemptive strike. He’d been pleased how Sgt. Carver had confirmed the made-up statement about Morrisey attacking their flank. He’d maneuvered him into saying it, even though he knew it was a lie. Carver had been confused, but Welch didn’t think Sgt. Murata picked up on the ruse; after all, it had been in English which Murata didn’t think Welch knew he understood. Sergeant Murata’s own conniving had come back to bite him in the ass. Welch smiled at his own clever ploy.

      He settled into the recess of a rock outcropping and told his radioman to contact headquarters. Once he had contact he handed the radio to Welch. Sergeant Murata was nearby, listening to the exchange. Welch took a deep breath and told the private on the other end about their successful attack. The private relayed the information and the next voice Welch heard was none other than Colonel Araki’s. “Why are you reporting? Where is Lieutenant Kagi?”

      “Lieutenant Kagi was killed on the initial assault. I took command. We lost twenty-two men to an airstrike. I led the remaining to the American flank and we captured three of them. Over.”

      There was a long silence. Welch thought he may have lost the connection, but soon Colonel Araki’s gruff voice returned. “Well done, Thomas.”

      “Thank you, Sir. We’ve gotten some intelligence from the Americans.” He glanced at Sgt. Murata, who was pretending not to listen. “Captain Morrisey and his natives are planning on attacking our rear in conjunction with the American attack. Our captives don’t know the timing, only that it’s soon. I would guess it to be in the morning.”

      Another pause, “Good work. We’ll increase our rear guard.”

      “If I may make a suggestion, sir?”

      “Go ahead, Thomas.”

      “Including myself, we have twenty-one well-armed men. We could move into position tonight and ambush Morrisey as he moves to your flank. I know the trails he’d take and can lie in wait for him. Over.”

      “Did any sergeants survive? Over.” Welch gave the affirmative naming the two soldiers and Araki continued, “Give the radio to Sergeant Murata.”

      Welch acted offended, but handed the radio over. Murata took it and moved around the corner away from Welch. Welch could hear him speaking, but couldn’t make out what he was saying. It all hinged on what Sgt. Murata believed.

      Thirty seconds passed, then Sgt. Murata came around and handed the radio back to Welch who took it from him with a fabricated glare. Murata’s slight nod was all Welch needed to know he’d succeeded with his farce. He keyed the radio, “This is Welch, go ahead, Colonel.” He kept his voice curt, hoping to convey his displeasure over not being fully trusted.

      “Thomas, you’re cleared to proceed as you see fit. I’ve told Sgt. Murata to take your every command as if you were a ranking officer in the Imperial Army. After your successful ambush, return to the ridge and report any targets. Good hunting. Over and out.”

      Welch put the radio down; he couldn’t help beaming. Morrisey would finally get what he so dearly deserved.

      The sun was thirty minutes from setting and there was one last thing to do before moving on Morrisey’s camp. “Sergeant, bring me the Americans. It’s time to reward our men for a job well done.” Murata gave a quick bow and went to do his bidding.
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      O'Connor and Carver were shivering and barely able to stand. They’d been slapped around on and off since watching Dunphy die. Carver felt each blow, but was beyond caring. He only hoped they’d kill him quickly, although he thought that unlikely. They were dragged to a small stand of trees, their hands were bound behind the tree, their feet lashed together. Carver was sure this would be where he died. The wind started up and the ghostly whistling through the rocks sounded like angels calling for him. He welcomed their call; he could finally rest.

      He felt a stinging across his cheek and opened his eyes to see Welch smiling at him. “Sergeant Carver, you’ve been very helpful, but I’m afraid your usefulness has run its course. I’m going to give you a choice. Would you like to die first or watch your young friend die?” Carver’s mouth was dry, but he conjured a bloody spit and sprayed it into Welch’s face. Welch stepped back and used a kerchief. “I was going to let my men use you and O'Connor for bayonet practice. It would be a rather quick death, but if you’re not careful I may let them cut on you instead. Perhaps they’ll do what they did to your Corporal Hooper, but while alive.”

      “Fuck you, traitor.”

      Welch motioned his men forward. They formed a line in front of each man. Their long bayonets shimmered orange in the setting sun’s final rays. “Unfortunately, I don’t have time for a lingering death. Guess it’s your lucky day.” He raised his hand like he was starting a horse race. “Goodbye, Sergeant.” He dropped his hand.

      Carver closed his eyes waiting for the steel to penetrate his body, but instead he heard gunfire. The cracking of bullets passing near his head made him slouch instinctively. He opened his eyes and the soldiers in front of him were crumpling as plumes of blood sprayed his face. The gunfire increased to a crescendo of death, then abruptly stopped. It had lasted seconds, but every Japanese soldier was down.

      Carver looked to O'Connor who was staring at him through swollen, black eye sockets, his mouth hung open in astonishment. There was a voice he recognized instantly. “Mighty nice of them to line up like that. Makes it easy.”

      Carver grinned through his torn lips and fresh blood dripped down his chin. “About time, Captain Morrisey.” He felt hands on his arms then a slice and his arms were free. There was someone at his feet cutting his bonds. He fell forward and was caught by one of the shirtless natives. He lowered him down and offered him his water flask. Carver thought he’d died and gone to heaven. The water tasted like nectar. He could feel its rejuvenating power.

      After too short a drink the flask was pulled away. Morrisey was kneeling beside him, “Don’t want to drink too much too fast; make you sick.” He turned to look at Welch sprawled on his back only feet away, gasping with a bubbling chest wound. His eyes were open. Morrisey moved over him and noticed a Nambu pistol in his hand. It moved towards him. Morrisey calmly placed his heavy boot on his wrist and pinned his hand to the ground. He reached down and plucked the pistol from Welch’s hand. He looked it over and scowled. He looked into Welch’s eyes and shook his head, “Ever the disappointment, old boy.” He put the barrel against Welch’s forehead. “I have a question for you. How you die will depend on your answer.” He didn’t wait for a response. “Were you responsible for leading the Japanese attack on my village before the American invasion?” Welch gave him a confused look. Morrisey moved the barrel down his body until it stopped at his crotch. “The attack that killed my wife and baby son?”

      Welch shook his head back and forth hard, but his eyes showed fear. With eyes cold as steel in winter, Morrisey pulled the trigger. Welch’s eyes flashed with pain. He tried to reach for his destroyed groin, but his arms were pinned.

      “My wife suffered at the hands of your yellow friends for hours. When they were done with her, they shot her in the belly leaving her to die slowly. I assure you, your pain is nothing compared to hers.” His eyes went to slits, tears forming, reliving the moment. “I found her when she was minutes from death. She tried to tell me who betrayed her, but she died. I never suspected you until you betrayed me outright.” He moved the gun to his belly and fired again.

      Welch’s eyes went to the back of his head. Morrisey leaned close and shook him until he focused on him. He pushed on his wound sending fresh waves of pain through Welch’s body. He raised the pistol to his face, “Rot in hell.” He shot him in the face and his head snapped back against a rock.

      Sergeant Carver rubbed his wrists. He’d heard the one-sided conversation. He looked at Captain Morrisey and put his hand on his shoulder. “Too quick. More than the sadistic bastard deserved.”

      Morrisey rubbed his black beard and looked around in the fading light. His men were picking over the Japanese corpses filling pockets with knives, ammo and anything that caught their fancy. Morrisey threw the pistol over the ridge. “You’re right, Sergeant.” He shook his head, coming back to the present. “Looks like we arrived just in time.” His eyes found Dunphy’s body, “Not soon enough, however.”

      O'Connor walked to where Dunphy’s body sprawled in the fading light. He kneeled over him and pulled his body so he was on his back. His dead eyes stared into nothing. O'Connor reached down and closed his friend’s eyelids. The gaping wound in his chest was crusted over with dried blood. He patted his shoulder and whispered, “I’ll miss you, you son-of-a-bitch.” He stood up and went to where their carbines were leaning against a rock. He grabbed his and Dunphy’s and handed Carver Dunphy’s weapon. “We’ve gotta complete this mission, Sarge.” He pointed, “For him, for Dunphy.”

      Carver checked the weapon and nodded, “Bet your ass.” He walked to Morrisey and sat down. Morrisey sat beside him. Carver said, “You got to us in the nick of time. I thought that was it, I really did.” He shook his head wondering how he was still alive.

      He continued. “We lost our radio so our mission’s changed. We’re gonna find and take out the Jap artillery.” Morrisey lifted a dubious eyebrow and Carver continued. “Our guys are attacking tomorrow morning and they’ll be decimated unless we take out the Jap artillery. We were preparing to leave when Welch and his merry band showed up. We know the approximate location of the guns, but,” He shrugged, “Were gonna be in the general area then take ‘em out when we spotted their smoke.”

      Morrisey considered him. “Three men? That was your plan? You realize there’s probably a large contingent guarding those guns?” Carver nodded. Morrisey laughed, “You’re a credit to your nation, Sergeant. Certainly brave. Suicidal possibly, but brave.” He looked around at his gathering men. They were fidgeting and wanting to leave the cursed mountain. “I suppose you’ll want our help?”

      Sergeant Carver said, “O'Connor and I’ll be going whether you come or not. Obviously, our chances of success would increase dramatically with your help.” Morrisey stroked his beard. “I’m not trying to convince you; you’ll do what’s best for your men, as it should be, but if this attack fails, it may prolong the fighting for months. Our forces will have to fall back and wait for reinforcements. More men will die.”

      Morrisey smiled, “What do you think we were doing in these parts, Sergeant? We weren’t on our way to your aid, but on the way to the front to do what we could for your Army. Of course we’ll join you. I know this area well and my men know it even better. I’ve a good idea where the Japs are set up.” He looked O'Connor and Carver over. They were beat up and haggard, but standing on their own two feet. “You be ready to go in an hour?”
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      It was dark and they’d been traveling west for three hours through thick jungle. The natives were setting a fast pace, too fast for the exhausted Sergeant Carver and Private O'Connor, but they weren’t going to ask for any special favors. They were already asking these men to risk their lives for them; the least they could do was try to keep up.

      Every cut, minor and major, was seeping blood and puss. There wasn’t a specific spot that hurt more than any other, just a constant mind-numbing throb.

      Morrisey was aware of their fickle condition and made them drink water every fifteen minutes. Even so, neither of them felt the need to pee. They finally stopped and took a half hour break. Carver didn’t want to sit down, afraid he wouldn’t be able to get back up. O'Connor immediately fell to the ground and drained his canteen. He was given another immediately and he slurped more of the life-saving fluid. It could’ve been piss and he wouldn’t have known the difference. It was wet and that’s what his body was demanding.

      Carver decided to sit beside him and slug his water. Both men were covered in a thin coat of sweat. It stung as it moved down their bodies finding each cut and scrape. “How you holding up, private?”

      O'Connor nodded, “I’ll make it. I’ll make it.” He said it like it was his new mantra he was voicing for the first time.

      Carver slapped his knee and O’Connor winced, but Carver couldn’t see it in the darkness. “We’ll make it, no problem. Can’t be far.”

      Morrisey approached and crouched beside him without making a sound. When he spoke, Carver flinched, “Course you’ll make it and you’re correct, we’re in the area. We’ll slow our pace from here on out.” He looked at the phosphorescent dial of his watch. “We’ll move for another hour or so, then wait for dawn. Don’t want to stumble across the bloody Japs in the dark. That’d give away the whole show. We’ll wait until they start firing, unless we come across them soon.”

      The half hour passed and Carver had to force himself off the ground. He felt like he’d aged fifty years since the morning. He was glad to see, O'Connor wasn’t in much better shape. Sometimes being ornery beat out youth. He helped O'Connor to his feet and slapped his back. O'Connor winced again.

      Their eyes were well adjusted to the dark jungle. They were able to see the natives moving like silent ghosts. They tried to mimic their stealth, but their sore muscles made them move like wooden toy soldiers and they endured withering looks with each broken branch or stumbled upon rock.

      Carver tried to keep his bearings, but found it hopeless. They’d moved too far, too fast. If someone had asked him to lead the way due east, he’d have no idea. All he knew was the terrain was getting steeper, angling downhill. Occasionally they’d walk along some razor ridge, then descend again down a jungle slope. Going down was harder on his legs than going up. Each jarring step felt like needles coursing through his body. Even in the darkness he was careful to hide his pain.

      They’d descended another slope and were moving along flat ground when he stumbled into the crouched form of a native. He fell and the native reached out and caught him before he hit the ground. He held his finger to his lips and Carver froze. The native eased him down and pointed forward, then cupped his ear, listen.

      Carver strained to hear. At first nothing, only the breeze moving through the trees. Then the wind stopped and he heard the distinct sound of metal on metal and men’s voices; Japanese voices. He nodded to the native and pulled himself into a crouched position. He wondered if he was expected to do something. He was the ranking American, but O'Connor was the only man under his command. Morrisey was the one risking his men; he’d let him lead. After all, he could hardly see through his swollen eye sockets. This was no time for a pissing match.

      He waited and soon Morrisey was beside him. He put his lips next to his ear and said, “My men’ll scout forward, see if this is what we’re looking for. If so, we’ll retreat and evaluate, if not, we’ll go around them. Carver nodded his understanding and looked over his shoulder at the dark form he knew to be O'Connor. He could take care of himself; a good soldier.

      Forty minutes passed before Morrisey was at his ear again. He didn’t hear him coming again. The man’s like a cheetah. “Confirmed target. Eight artillery pieces, well camouflaged. We’ll pull back.” Carver nodded and got to his feet, grimacing.

      They moved thirty yards into the jungle and stopped. The natives fanned out in a defensive perimeter. Morrisey spoke to Carver and O'Connor. “There are Eight artillery pieces, probably 105mm’s. My men aren’t good at identifying big guns, but they said they were ‘bikpela’, which means big, so I’m assuming these are the ones you blokes are looking for.” His white teeth flashed in the night. He looked up, the stars were obscured by the overhanging canopy, with occasional spots you could see through. “The canopy’s not conducive for using your mortar here, but the ridge we passed over not long ago is clear and overlooks the Jap position. Do you think you and Private O'Connor can get up there and set up your mortar and machine gun?”

      Carver squinted through the darkness trying to decipher where the ridge was, but he could barely see ten feet. “I’ll take your word for that, but yes, we can make it. Is the base close enough for the machine gun to hit?” Morrisey looked annoyed and Carver said, “Sorry, course it is or you wouldn’t have said it. I’m a little loopy still.”  Morrisey smiled at the phrase and Carver continued. “Could your men take us there? I don’t think I could find my own ass in this ink.”

      Morrisey smiled again and shook his head. He said, “You Americans and your idioms. Yes, of course my men will take you there and they’ll take the guns too, just like they’ve been doing all night.”

      Carver grinned and looked down. “Thanks Captain, thanks for everything. There’s no way we could’ve found our way here without you.”

      Morrisey squeezed his shoulder, “No need for that, you may wish we hadn’t in a few hours.”

      Walking up the steep slope to the ridge took Carver and O'Connor a long time. Each step felt like they were carrying three hundred pounds on their shoulders. The slope was slippery and they fell several times before the natives relieved them of their packs and carbines. Except for their knives they were defenseless, but neither cared. When they reached the top, sweat was pouring off and they were out of breath. They were near their physical breaking points.

      The natives hustled them along and set them up in a recessed area on the ridge. While some had helped them up the hill the others had dug them foxholes and prepared their positions.

      The soldiers slipped into their holes, grateful to be sitting down. All but one of the natives left. The remaining man crouched beside them and with hand signals, indicated they should set up their weapons. O'Connor nearly laughed out loud at the native’s rendition of firing a machine gun; hands in a fist, shaking back and forth and sweeping side to side.

      With fumbling fingers, they put the Nambu together. The knee mortar didn’t require any assembly; it was ready to go. They slunk back to their holes and the native signaled they should sleep while he kept watch. Carver and O'Connor fell to the bottom of their holes and were asleep in seconds.
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Sinclair and General Thornton leaned over the map spread before them on the rickety table. Neither man had slept in the past twenty-four hours and wouldn’t for the foreseeable future. It was the middle of the night, but the temperature had only gone down three degrees from the height of the day. Beads of sweat dripped from their noses. Colonel Sinclair pointed at an area with tight contour lines. “This is the ridge we suspect the guns are on. It’s steep and inhospitable, but reconnaissance flights show a possible area where the guns could be hidden.”

      General Thornton nodded. “Did they see any guns or is it just guess work?”

      “The jungle’s too thick to even see the ground.” The General stared at him, “It’s guess work. We don’t have any hard evidence.”

      Thornton slammed his fist onto the table sending pieces across the map like a petulant child losing a board game. “Still no word from that sergeant of ours?”

      Colonel Sinclair shook his head. “Nothing since the air strikes they called in yesterday. It may be their radio malfunctioned. The Marine pilots said they had good hits on the target. Whether they’re KIA or out a radio, the outcome’s the same on our end.”

      Thornton watched the Lieutenant putting the pieces back to the appropriate spots on the map. “How’s our timeline? The men getting into position okay?”

      Colonel Sinclair nodded. “Yes Sir, things are moving smoothly and on time. We should have everyone in place in another hour.”

      General Thornton looked at his watch then back at the Colonel. “I want the timeline moved up. I want our boys attacking before dawn. Let’s not wait. Maybe it’ll throw off the Jap’s shooting if they can’t see us, get our boys in amongst their troops quicker.”

      Colonel Sinclair didn’t like last minute changes, but he understood the logic. “I’ll pass it along. What time you want the attack to begin?”

      General Thornton looked at his watch and made the calculation. “They’ll be in place in an hour, that’s 03:30. Let’s move the takeoff time to 0415. That should be enough buffer for any unknowns popping up.” He grinned, “Gotta give old Murphy his due.”

      Colonel Sinclair smiled, “Yes Sir. No doubt he’ll rear his ugly head somewhere.”
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        * * *

      

      It seemed like only seconds had passed, but O'Connor and Carver had slept two hours before the native awoke them. It only took his voice to wake Sgt. Carver, but O'Connor had to be poked and prodded before he opened his eyes. Neither man was happy; they felt sorer than they’d been before napping. O'Connor took a swig of water, swished it around and spit it onto the ground. “My mouth tastes like I ate a shit sandwich.”

      Sergeant Carver took a swig and swallowed. He only grunted. The native was crouched beside Carver’s hole. Carver reached out and touched him, “Anything happening down there?” the native looked at him with a blank stare. In the darkness, Carver could see the whites of his eyes. He pointed towards the jungle then shrugged trying to get his question across. The native seemed to understand. He shook his head, but pointed to the east. It was still dark, but there was a tiny hint of the coming day. Carver looked at his watch and was surprised to see it was 0345. Morrisey wanted to begin his attack a little before light, at 0500.

      Sergeant Carver got out of his hole and went to where the natives had placed the knee mortar. There was a neat stack of 12 shells beside it. It was still too dark to see his target despite the native pointing it out.

      O'Connor set up the machine gun in the crook of two boulders. He sat behind the gun and worked on digging out a comfortable sitting position in the dirt. He swung the gun’s barrel side to side and up and down. He would be aiming down, having to elevate his arms to get the proper angle. He adjusted his spot until he could do so with ease.

      Now they waited. The night was quiet except for the constant chatter of jungle birds, insects and animals.

      The time passed slowly. The night seemed to linger. The hint of light grew in the east as the morning threatened to break, but slowly. A half hour passed and the jungle noise stopped abruptly, like a light switch being turned off. The world seemed to hold its breath. Carver and O'Connor felt the tension in the air like something big and unknown was about to happen. O'Connor pivoted his gun back and forth, traversing the lightening jungle. Different shades of green started to separate themselves from the darkness. He thought he could see the clearing below where his target lay hidden, but he couldn’t be sure.

      Off to the east there was a muted chattering of gunfire. The sky lit up with flashes, the low rumble of explosives reached them. Carver adjusted the mortar tube and whispered between clenched teeth, “This is it. Wait for Morrisey to start things off. We’re still early, looks like our guys are starting things.” O'Connor nodded and raised the brim of his floppy jungle hat. He checked the ammo sticking out the side of the Nambu machine gun. He glanced to the stack of ammo at his side and took a deep breath. The native, whose name they learned was Enops, laid beside him propping his ancient Enfield rifle on a rock and jamming the stock into his bare shoulder. O'Connor looked where he was aiming and tried to see his target. He angled his barrel to follow the same trajectory.

      The flashes and gunfire became more frequent to the east. There was no way of knowing who had the upper hand, only that a lot of ordnance was being expended. The guns below remained silent. A light appeared and O'Connor’s heart skipped a beat. He adjusted his aim. The Japanese artillery unit wasn’t as far away as he thought. He hunched although he knew they had no chance of spotting him even if they were looking. More lights appeared, extending into the jungle. The Japanese were waking up, alerted by the long awaited American attack.

      Carver saw the activity, but knew things were happening quicker than Morrisey had expected. He wondered if he was in position yet. If the guns opened up before Morrisey attacked he’d have to make a choice whether to attack on his own. Every round that went out would kill American soldiers; he couldn’t let that happen. He grabbed a mortar shell, pulled the safety off and dropped it into the tube. He adjusted the range dial and put the floating bubble in the center. He wrapped the lanyard trigger around his finger. If the big guns opened up he wouldn’t wait.

      Flashes from the sea caught his attention; they were continuous and huge. He wondered whose navy held the advantage this morning. He didn’t have long to wait as the big naval shells rocketed toward the Japanese rear and exploded with bright flashes far below him, marking the headquarters area. He wished he could call those guns onto the artillery position below him. Maybe they’d see the artillery muzzle flashes and redirect their fire. He shook his head knowing the Japanese were too well camouflaged. If not, they would have been spotted and destroyed long ago.

      Out of the darkness there was a much closer flash followed immediately by seven more rippling down the line of Japanese artillery. The flashes were much closer than Carver had anticipated. His night vision was ruined, but he didn’t hesitate. He pulled the lanyard and was rewarded with the soft thump of a departing shell. The smell of hot cordite filled his nostrils and he reached for another shell.

      O'Connor heard the mortar leave the tube and aimed down the barrel of the Nambu. He put the barrel just below closest flash and depressed the trigger. He shot a short burst, watching his tracers streak into the jungle. He adjusted and gave them a longer burst, walking his fire back. Another flash of fire from the big guns almost took his night vision, but he had one eye shut preserving some vision.

      He saw Sgt. Carver’s first mortar round explode near the second gun. The flash was tiny compared with the 105mm guns long tongue of flame, but the flash was enough to light up Japanese troops being flung backwards. He increased his rate of fire, knowing his own muzzle flash would be seen and he’d start taking incoming fire. He hoped Morrisey and his merry band would attack soon or his position would be inundated with fire.
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        * * *

      

      The flashes from the west and the rumble that accompanied it pushed Morrisey’s timetable up. He’d been advancing slowly from his night bivouac position, but now his men were moving quicker. It would only be a matter of time before the artillery opened up on the hapless Americans. His original plan had been to attack the unit when they were still sleeping, catching them by surprise, but now he’d have to attack a fully alert force of unknown size. His only advantage would be the fact that they’d be busy working the artillery pieces not looking for attackers.

      He was minutes from his takeoff point when the guns opened up with a deafening roar. The 105mm blast shook the men to their core, the percussion shaking their bodies, striking fear into them. He’d hoped to move his men to the side and attack from the thick jungle barrier that kept the artillery hidden. He had to reassess when he saw tracer fire arcing down from the ridge above them. Sergeant Carver and Private O’Connor weren’t waiting for his attack. He saw a mortar round explode near the second gun, then more tracer fire sweeping along the guns.

      Morrisey kept his men moving, not wanting to get hit by friendly fire. The fire from the ridge would take attention away from his men. They were running to get north of the Japanese position when another round of artillery went out. The men flattened instinctively, as the big shells ripped over their heads. He had them up quickly and moved them into position. He did a quick head count; they were all there.

      He broke them into two units. He’d lead his twenty men to the east and Chief Ahio would lead his men against the guns in the front. He knew he could trust Ahio; he had a debt to pay. He’d sacrifice his life and the life of his men to renew his honor. Before splitting, he told Ahio to wait for his attack. Ahio nodded and melted into the jungle with his men.

      Using the jungle, Morrisey moved down to the last gun. The Japanese troops charged with protecting the guns were shifting to the south towards the incoming fire from the ridge. They were returning fire up and down the line, keeping their attackers pinned down. Mortars kept raining down, but the machine gun fire had dwindled. He heard the occasional crack of a rifle from the ridge. He’d sent Enops because he was his best marksman. He was sure with every crack of the rifle a Japanese soldier was dying. More and more Japanese were moving away from the big guns, leaving them exposed.

      The darkness was lifting and Morrisey could clearly see the Japanese artillery crews working like a well-oiled machine. They were in a rhythm; load, clear, fire, eject. They were putting shells out faster and faster. Their professionalism kept them focused on the job at hand and not on their dangerously exposed flank.

      Morrisey wanted his men to use grenades. The natives pulled them from their loin cloths. Each man put his rifle down and got ready to throw. Morrisey waited thirty seconds. He watched the rhythm of the firing and threw his grenade at the instant right before the artillery lanyard would be pulled. His timing was perfect. The grenades went off amongst the seventh and eighth guns just as they fired, the sound masking the smaller bang of the grenades. Japanese soldiers were flung against the guns and shredded with shrapnel. Morrisey grabbed his second grenade and hurled it towards the line of soldier’s backs firing on the ridge. His men followed suit. Without waiting, Morrisey unslung his M1 Carbine and charged from the jungle. He fired from the hip, killing the remaining crew on the eighth gun. His men fired, working their bolt action rifles as quick as they pulled the trigger.

      Ahio and his men assaulted the front two guns hurling grenades and firing their Enfield’s with devastating effect. Within a minute, four of the eight guns were out of commission. The Japanese soldiers assaulting O'Connor and Carver were oblivious to the threat. Morrisey moved his men up the line toward the middle guns which were still firing in their rhythm. The guns were the Japanese soldiers only focus; they were oblivious to the attacking natives.

      A Japanese loader picked up a 105mm round and was shuffling it to be loaded when he saw a gun barrel flash behind him. He looked and saw dark shapes moving amongst the big guns. They were firing small arms. He realized they were being attacked and he shouted a warning seconds before his head snapped back with the impact of a bullet. The shell dropped from his hands and crushed his foot. He was beyond caring.

      Lieutenant Tomeo heard the man’s cry and looked up in time to see his head snap back. He was stunned as he was sprayed with blood and brains. His mouth hung open, trying to comprehend what had happened. He was using his Samurai sword to direct his men. It had been his father’s and his fathers before him, a family heirloom.

      Rage filled him as he realized what was happening. He raised the sword and screamed a battle cry, running towards the dark shapes. He was closing on a shirtless black man, a native, he realized. The man saw him coming and raised his rifle in time to deflect the sword blow. Tomeo raised it to strike him down, but was thrown back as three bullets slammed into his chest. He saw the native he’d tried to kill reach down and pick up the ancient sword. Rage filled his chest, but his body wouldn’t react to his dying brain’s impulse. His eyes glazed over and there was only darkness.

      Ahio’s man lifted the sword and smiled. He went to Ahio who was putting a fresh magazine into his Carbine and held the sword out to him. Ahio nodded and tested the sword. He swung it side to side. He slung his rifle and pointed to the backs of the Japanese soldiers still firing on the ridge. Soon they’d notice their artillery wasn’t firing, so they had to attack while they still had surprise on their side. Ahio raised his new sword and ran towards the Japanese line. His men followed firing as they went, shooting the soldiers in the back.

      The onslaught from behind caught the Japanese off guard. They were dying, but how? When Ahio’s men were almost upon them they turned and met the threat. The natives were amongst them, using their rifles as clubs. Ahio brought his sword down and cleaved a corporal nearly in half. The finely tuned blade went all the way to the man’s pelvis. He pulled the sword and swung at another man who was squirming on the ground. The blade went through his neck like butter and hit a rock. It sparked as rock chunks disintegrated. Ahio’s blood lust was up. He lunged his big body into a group of soldiers who’d just shot one of his men. He swung the blade from the side like a baseball bat. It caught the first man in the side and went through him, severing his torso. Blood and gore spilled from him as he collapsed. The next man lunged his bayoneted rifle at him and before Ahio could react, sank it into his belly.

      Ahio grunted, feeling the pain of steel in his gut. It enraged him and his eyes seemed to shoot fire at the soldier on the end of the rifle. The soldier held the rifle firmly lodged. Ahio lifted the Samurai Sword and lunged forward. The blade sank into the soldier’s cheek, he screamed and dropped his rifle. He stumbled back holding his gushing face.

      Ahio gripped the rifle hanging from his gut and yanked it straight out. A gush of dark blood followed and he staggered. He raised the sword to finish the job, but another Japanese soldier was charging from his left with his bayonet aimed at his chest. He tried to turn to the new threat, but knew he wouldn’t make it in time. He braced himself, but the soldier was flung back as a bullet slammed into his chest. Ahio turned to find his men beside him, their dark torsos shimmering with sweat and blood.

      Ignoring the bleeding gash in his belly, he gave a fearsome yell and led his men into the midst of the remaining soldiers.

      The Japanese recovered from their initial surprise. Their bayonets shone in the morning light. A yell of “banzai” went up and they surged forward screaming.

      Morrisey kept his men back at the guns. He’d already spiked two of them by putting grenades into the barrels. The thick barrels had bowed, but not bursted. He hoped it was enough to destroy them. His men were in crouched positions firing their bolt action Enfields into the line of Japanese soldiers with deadly accuracy.

      Morrisey watched as the unmistakable form of Chief Ahio charged towards the Japanese line. He had a sword in his hand and his carbine slung on his back. He was yelling, exhorting his men to follow. Morrisey thought he looked like a crazed Viking. He watched as Ahio’s men ran to keep up, but the big chief got to the line quicker and engaged the soldiers who were turning to meet the threat. Morrisey watched as he cut through men like wheat to a scythe. Then he saw a soldier lunge and he could tell Ahio was wounded. It was time to leave the guns and help his old friend. In Pidgin he yelled, “Sasim, sasim!” His men didn’t hesitate. They rose as one and charged.

      The Japanese line saw Ahio’s men and were turning to engulf them. The Japanese didn’t see Morrisey and his men until they were on top of them. Morrisey fired point blank into the backs of three soldiers. He stopped and picked off targets one by one. His men were too close to use their bolt actions so they used them as lethal clubs, beating the Japanese soldiers down.

      Morrisey expended his magazine and kneeled to reload. A short Japanese soldier leaped up only feet away, screamed and charged, his bayonet leading. Morrisey dropped his carbine and unholstered his Webley pistol in a practiced movement. He rolled to his right, firing at the same time. The Japanese soldier’s bayonet buried in the soft jungle dirt beside Morrisey. The soldier fell to the side, half his face torn away by the large caliber bullet.

      Morrisey went to his knee and leveled the Webley at another charging soldier. He missed with his first shot, but as he got closer he connected. Two bullets smashed into the soldier, opening his chest. Before the man hit the ground, Morrisey was aiming at another soldier who’d just bayoneted a shirtless native. Still crouched, he fired his last two shots, but missed. In disgust, he dropped the pistol and picked up the carbine. He slammed a magazine home and shot the man in the back as he was sparring with a native. He didn’t miss and the soldier fell away. The native, Taton, gave him a smile of thanks. His face changed suddenly as he looked beyond Morrisey. His eyes were big. Morrisey knew he was in trouble. He dropped to his left and rolled, bringing his weapon to his shoulder as he came to a crouch. The Japanese soldier was close and Morrisey pulled the trigger in quick succession.

      The small caliber bullets ripped into the soldier, but he continued his charge like a crazed bull. The bayonet was inches from his chest when a dark flash from the right knocked the soldier away.

      Captain Morrisey opened his eyes, relieved to be in one piece. The Japanese was on the ground next to him struggling to get Taton off him. Taton wasn’t moving. Morrisey pulled his knife and drove it into the only part of the soldiers’ body he could see, his head. The blade glanced off his forehead, but continued downward until it found the soft eye socket and sank deep into his brain. The soldier shuddered then stopped moving. Morrisey pulled Taton’s shoulder to get him back on his feet, but his staring eyes were lifeless. The bayonet stuck from his side, a large pool of dark blood soaked his loin cloth. Morrisey paused, but the fight was raging all around him. He drew a bead on another soldier and fired.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Carver burned through his remaining mortar rounds. He’d walked them back to front with devastating effect. The Japanese soldiers were dark shapes running for cover in the predawn light. O'Connor’s Nambu rounds were slicing into the Japanese lines. The tracer rounds left no doubt about their position. The Japanese were firing towards the muzzle flashes, their fire getting more accurate as they crouched and aimed.

      O'Connor ducked away as rounds hit the rocks he was using for cover. Dust from the front of the rock filled his nostrils. The fire was heavy. He looked to the prone form of Enop still firing methodically. He was better protected, the only thing exposed, the barrel of his rifle. O'Connor tried to come back to the gun, but the fire was too intense. The ricochets were zinging around his head like an angry swarm of hornets. He gave up and hunkered into the bottom of his hole. He covered his head, listening to the bullets and Enop’s firing. He felt useless. He thought about grabbing his rifle and crawling next to the native, but he didn’t think he’d make it out of the hole without getting hit.

      He heard Sgt. Carver yelling, “You okay, O'Connor?”

      He hunkered lower and yelled as loud as he could, “I’m fine, but I can’t move.”

      “Stay down, don’t move. I can see Morrisey making his move he’s in amongst the guns.” Carver stopped firing watching the action below. The Japanese were moving towards the cover of the jungle, getting out of the exposed clearing, moving towards Carver’s position. They were oblivious to Morrisey’s men.

      Now that O'Connor stopped firing, the Japanese didn’t have a target and started spraying the entire ridge. Carver went to his belly as rounds narrowly missed him and thudded into the trees behind him. He grabbed his carbine and crawled forward. There was a large palm to his front and he crawled to the base and peered around the edge. He could see Morrisey’s men overrunning the big guns. The men attacking the front guns weren’t satisfied and continued forward into the backs of the Japanese. In the growing light he could see the biggest of the natives charging forward with what looked like a sword. That big bastards gotta be Chief Ahio.

      Carver leveled his carbine and shot towards the Japanese lines. At this range he couldn’t tell if he was hitting anything, but he figured he would help any way he could. The mortar was out of ammo. Even if it wasn’t, with the natives mixed with the Japanese, he’d do more harm than good.

      As the attack continued, the incoming fire on his position dwindled to a trickle. He yelled, “O'Connor, get on that gun. Be careful, our guys are mixed with the Japs.”

      O'Connor pulled his hands from around his head and noticed the incoming fire had stopped. He said a silent prayer of thanks and felt his body for any holes. Miraculously he was unscathed. He sat up and dirt cascaded off him. He poked his head up and looked down on the clearing. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but it was light enough to see the entire scene. He grabbed the handle of the Nambu and checked his ammo, which was covered in dirt and dust. The gun looked operational. He traversed the barrel to the Japanese line. It was easy to discern friend from foe; the natives were shirtless and black. He lined up on a line of soldiers firing their Arisakas. He depressed the trigger, but nothing happened. He squeezed it again, nothing. He pulled on the belt of ammo sticking from the side, but it wouldn’t budge. He stood and pulled back on the breech, trying to clear the jam. He couldn’t move it. He pulled the weapon into the hole and immediately saw it had been hit. The left side had a gaping hole.

      “The Nambu’s fucked, Sarge. Took multiple hits.” He threw the useless weapon over the side of the ridge and found his dirt covered carbine at the bottom of his hole. He shook the weapon, knocking the dirt off. He checked the breach and crawled forward to the notch where the machine gun had rested. He sighted down the barrel and found the line of Japanese soldiers again. He pulled the trigger methodically, correcting his aim each time. It was a long shot, but he could tell he was close when the soldiers squirmed and moved from their position. One soldier stood and his back blossomed red. He pitched forward. O'Connor looked to Enop’s smoking barrel. “Nice shot,” he yelled.

      They continued to fire until the natives and Japanese were too intertwined. Even Enop stopped firing. As the sun rose, the battle below was easier to discern. The Japanese were doomed, their numbers down to a few men, but they fought with vigor. They charged and fought, surrender never an option. They wouldn’t have been spared if they had.

      After six minutes, the fighting was over. Sergeant Carver stood and looked down on the scene. Dead Japanese soldiers littered the ground. From this height they looked like toys haphazardly left on a green carpeted living room floor by a child.

      They stood and without a word moved off the ridge and slid down the steep slope. As they passed through the jungle they came across native women moving towards the battlefield. O'Connor asked, “What’re they doing here?”

      Sergeant Carver walked with his carbine pointed at the ground. “Must be here to help with the wounded.” As they came out of the jungle onto the battlefield, the smell of cordite, blood and shit filled their senses. The dead no longer looked like toys, but shredded men. Not all were Japanese. In amongst the soldiers were natives, their dark skin in stark relief against the green uniforms of the Japanese. There was a loud bang and Carver and O'Connor flinched as another 105mm gun’s barrel was spiked. Smoke wafted from the shattered barrel. Morrisey’s men had learned to use two grenades to destroy the barrels.

      Carver looked around the battlefield, searching for Morrisey. He saw a group of natives clustered around something. He walked into the circle of silent men. In the center Captain Morrisey sat beside the hulking Chief Ahio. He was on his back, the wound in his belly seeping dark blood. Beside him was a blood soaked cloth. Morrisey tried to put it back on the wound, but Ahio looked him in the eye and shook his head. In his deep voice he said, “Let me go to my ancestors.”

      Morrisey nodded and sat beside him. Ahio’s men went to him one at a time and placed their hands on their dying leader’s head. Ahio looked each man in the eye, but said nothing. When they’d all gone through, Ahio looked at Morrisey and said, “My men have fought honorably today. Take them in the fold and forgive their treason.” Morrisey nodded and squeezed his shoulder. Ahio continued, his voice quiet, “And mine.”

      Morrisey stood and addressed the men in a loud voice. “Chief Ahio and his men have fought gloriously and all are forgiven their treason.”

      Sergeant Carver and Private O'Connor couldn’t understand the Pidgin, but they understood the gist.

      Morrisey bent down to Chief Ahio and watched as he took his last breath. His eyes went blank, staring at the sky through the jungle he loved. Morrisey closed his eyes, stood and stepped away. The women streamed between the men and started wailing the loss of their chief. Amongst them was his daughter, the girl Private Dunphy had laid with. She looked to Sgt. Carver and searched his face. Carver thought about Dunphy’s horrific death on the ridge. He gave a shake of his head, his eyes conveying sadness and Lela bowed her head and wailed in renewed grief.
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      It was still pitch black when Foxtrot Company of the 164th Regiment moved from the safety of their foxholes and advanced towards the bunkers of the Japanese lines. It was impossible to expect complete silence with four companies moving along such a compressed line of advance, but Captain Frank hoped they’d surprise the Japanese before they were noticed.

      They’d gone forty yards without contact when the night erupted in tracer fire. In the darkness the tracers looked like glowing beach balls. All along the front, Japanese heavy machine guns opened up. They continued advancing, moving forward from cover to cover using the darkness to their advantage. The men were told not to shoot unless they had a sure target and he was proud of their fire control. Without muzzle flashes the Japanese had nothing to shoot at.

      The welcome sound of friendly artillery fire arcing across the sky and smashing amongst the Japanese line pushed the men forward. Maybe this time they’d make it to the bunker line. Once past, the way would be clear to bust through to the Japanese rear and route the obstinate enemy.

      The flashes of exploding ordnance ruined Captain Frank’s night vision. He yelled for his men to keep moving forward. A machine gun’s muzzle flash to his front was only yards away. He dropped to his belly; the three men behind him weren’t as quick and were shredded and flung back. He pulled a grenade from his belt and flung it towards the muzzle flash. It exploded and the gun stopped. He ran in a crouch into the darkness, wishing he could see more than bright dots. He knew he must be close. He tripped and fell into the Japanese hole. He expected to be skewered any second. He felt bodies all around him. He thrashed and punched his Thompson submachine gun into the soft shapes, but nothing moved. His grenade had landed in the bottom of the hole and killed the three men in it. He took a deep breath.

      His men flooded past him and he got to his feet trying to get himself moving. Someone grabbed his arm and his first Sergeant was beside him, “You okay, Sir?”

      He got his bearings and moved beside his sergeant, “Fine. Keep the men spread out.” The allied artillery was moving forward, keeping pace with the American advance. It was exploding amongst the bunkers now a mere two hundred yards away. He nodded. The sergeant said, “Don’t do that shit again, Sir.”

      Foxtrot Company was moving amongst the forward Japanese foxholes, killing men as they passed. The first line of machine gun nests was dealt with. They’d gotten this far before, but were stopped by the Japanese artillery. Captain Frank prayed the enemy artillery would be silenced this time.

      They continued to advance, but now the bunkers started hammering away at them. Men dropped as they tried to leapfrog forward. Advances were made nonetheless, men using the cover and darkness to good effect. Japanese flares filled the air, but in amongst the shredded jungle it cast crazy shadows, making targeting tough. The Japanese bunkers kept hammering away on prepositioned choke points. Even though they couldn’t see the G.I.’s, they were taking their toll.

      Captain Frank dove behind a fallen tree and poked his head over. He could see the winking bunkers one hundred yards away. By God, we’re gonna make it this time. His hopes were shattered moments later when the freight train sound of incoming 105mm Japanese shells started raining down. They were coming in salvos of eight, walking along the advancing line, shredding everything in front of the bunkers not behind cover.

      He put his head down as a near miss shook the ground beneath him. Shit, not again. He had one chance. He had to get his men into the bunkers. This was the exact scenario of the last failed attack. His men had been decimated by the damned artillery, then sent into full retreat when the Japs counterattacked. That wasn’t happening this time; it couldn’t. They had to break this stalemate and push the Japs off this cursed island once and for all.

      His men were hunkered down, the big shells tearing apart jungle, dirt and flesh. He was about to order his men forward probably to their deaths when he noticed the volume of fire decreasing. Was he imagining it? No, the salvos of eight were now salvos of four. He yelled to his men, “Stay down, stay down.” He saw the form of his radio man lit up by an exploding shell. He was hunkered behind a rock. Captain Frank yelled, “Burk, get up here with that radio.”

      He yelled again and this time Burk heard him and ran forward, his big fifty-pound radio pack barely slowing down his big body. He dove in beside him, the handset extended. “Vulcan 1 this is Foxtrot Alpha. We’re pinned down one hundred yards from the bunker line. Can you confirm enemy artillery slackening? Over.”

      There was a pause, then an excited reply. “Foxtrot Alpha, Vulcan 1 affirmative, move to bunker line now. Over.”

      He didn’t bother confirming the order. He dropped the handset and yelled at his sergeant, cowering fifteen yards behind. “Move ‘em up. Move up, let’s go.” He stood and went around the tree in a crouch. The sky was lightening, the darkness no longer protecting them. Foxtrot Company came out of hiding and surged forward. The artillery fire dwindled as they advanced, but the machine guns in the bunker could see them and were wreaking havoc.

      The company got into a rhythm, covering fire as sections advanced then covering fire for them. The bunker slits were exploding with accurate rifle and machine gun fire. The heavy weapons squad was raining 81mm mortars all around the bunkers, ruining their aim. Foxtrot Company advanced within yards. A thirty-caliber machine gun set up to the left of Captain Frank, started pouring fire into the bunker to his front. He called for a flamethrower and saw a soldier stand up with the big tanks strapped to his back. The thirty-caliber kept hammering away, keeping the occupants pinned down. The flamethrower soldier ran forward and sent a large stream of fire into the horizontal gun slit. He poured it on, sweeping back and forth until soldiers started coming through the shooting ports, engulfed in flame. They screamed and died in a withering storm of bullets.

      Captain Frank waved his men forward, “Let’s go, let’s go.” The men surged forward sensing the battle turning in their favor. They surrounded the smoking bunker, shooting Japanese soldiers as they streamed out the back door trying to escape the raging fire. It was over quickly.

      Frank watched as his men jumped into the hard dirt packed trenches leading to the back door of the bunker. A private opened the door and two others flung in grenades. The first soldier closed the metal door and the muffled explosions inside killed more screaming soldiers.

      Bullets started snapping over his head. He dove down and looked west to the Japanese line. They were in the open. He grabbed his radioman and pulled the handset, quickly identifying himself then calling in the grid coordinates. He ended with, “Japs in the open. fire at will.”

      He yelled to his men, “Take cover. Friendly arty on the way.” The men hunkered and fired into the exposed Japanese soldiers.

      The Japanese had been massing for a counter attack, coming out of their holes to push back the American G.I.’s just like last time. The sudden appearance of G.I.’s past the bunker line shocked them. Their only option was to attack. The officers raised their pistols and yelled for the advance. Men were falling all around as more and more American soldiers came over the top and started pouring fire into their ranks. The American artillery started exploding amongst them tearing and vaporizing the exposed troops. In less than two minutes, two companies of Japanese combat veterans were reduced to smoking cinders. The soldiers that escaped were dazed; most, wounded. They were in full retreat, the Americans right on their tails.

      After weeks of punishing artillery, bombings and attacks, the American G.I.’s were taking their vengeance. They poured fire into the backs of the fleeing enemy. They died by the hundreds.

      Soon the Japanese stopped running and dropped into any cover they could find. They cowered in holes, under debris, anything they could find. They let the Americans pass over them, then they’d pop up and take as many to the grave with them as possible. The headlong advance slowed as the G.I.’s were forced to deal with each individual last stand.
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Araki was not a happy man. The word from every battalion was the same; full retreat. He wondered for the hundredth time what happened to his hill artillery. They should have stopped this advance before it started, but they’d fallen silent early into the attack. He wanted to send a squad of men in trucks to check it out, but his situation was suddenly dire and he couldn’t spare a single man.

      He grabbed his ashen faced Captain Hoshi by the lapel and pulled him close. Spittle flying, he said, “Stop this retreat. Go to the line and force them to stand and fight. Shoot any retreating soldiers. We need time to evacuate back to Cape Esperance.” He pushed the startled Captain towards the front, “Do it now.” His gaunt frame moved to the door, “And Captain,” the Captain turned to his commander. “I don’t expect to see you again.” Hoshi gave a quick bow and went to perform his duty and meet his fate.

      To the remaining officers, Colonel Araki’s orders were succinct and to the point. Burn anything of value, kill anyone not Japanese and fall back along the coast road to the mountains of Cape Esperance for a final stand. He took one last look to the mountain, his eight 105mm guns should have been firing. He clenched his teeth. That weakling Welch has failed me.
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      With full daylight came the sounds of heavy fighting along the front line. Sergeant Carver listened to the din of battle. Even from this far away he could tell the fighting was getting closer and closer. That could mean only one thing; the Americans were advancing, pushing the Japanese forces out of their strong defensive bunkers.

      The ridge top was littered with dead Japanese. The natives were busy stacking them to one side, clearing the area of their festering corpses. There was a growing stack of weapons and ammunition, an entire company’s worth. Six of the eight 105mm guns had been destroyed, but the other two were fully functional. The big artillery shells were aching for a new target. Unfortunately, Sergeant Carver and Private O'Connor had no training in firing an artillery gun, especially not a Japanese piece.

      They found the road leading to the ridge from the Japanese rear. The Japanese had hacked it out of the raw jungle. It must have taken months of back breaking work. Morrisey had no doubt a native labor force had been used for the task. Before the American invasion, many natives were forced to work for the Japanese. Most had not been heard of since. He wondered how many had died building this road. It was just wide enough for heavy trucks and signs of tire tracks were evident. With the recent rains the road was a muddy mess. It wouldn’t be possible for truck travel, but it would be no problem for Japanese troops to move up the road out of the path of the advancing Americans.

      Sergeant Carver conferred with Captain Morrisey and both agreed it would be prudent to set an ambush along the road until the battle below moved past. They moved down the road and dug in along the edge of a likely corner. Three captured Nambu machine guns were placed with interlacing fields of fire. If the Japs came, they’d be trapped on the road and mowed down.

      Hours went by and the battle moved past them. Carver was about to suggest they move down and meet up with the allies, when there was movement along the road. He hunkered behind the Nambu sight and waited. Silence permeated the jungle and every man had a finger on a trigger.

      The first dark shape came around the corner, full of caution. The soldier kneeled and looked at the bend in the road, seeing it as a likely ambush spot. Another soldier came up beside the first and conferred with the point man. Carver strained to see if it was friend or foe. When the second man stood he was backlit by a shaft of sunlight streaking through the jungle canopy. He could see the familiar helmet shape of an American soldier. He took his finger off the trigger and called down the road, “FRIENDLY UNIT TO YOUR FRONT GIs.”

      The point man dropped and brought his M1 up. The second man called out, “COME OUT ON THE ROAD WHERE WE CAN SEE YOU.”

      Sergeant Carver looked across the road at Private O'Connor who returned his worried look. It would be a hell of a thing getting killed by friendlies after what we’ve been through.

      Carver stepped out on the road with his hands raised above his head. The point man came forward, his weapon never leaving the Sergeant’s chest. Carver could see the rest of the American patrol spread out along the sides of the road, weapons covering him. Carver waited until the man was in front of him and said, “I’m Sergeamt Carver with Baker Company, 2nd platoon.”

      The soldier, who looked no more than seventeen grinned and called down the road. “It’s clear Lieutenant, he’s one of us.” The soldier was surprised when the jungle around him came alive with movement as the natives and O'Connor seemed to materialize from nothing. His eyes were wide as he took in the ragtag men.

      When Carver met Lieutenant Jankowski, he threw a quick salute and realized he hadn’t done so in what seemed an eternity. Jankowski saluted back and said, “Sergeant Carver?” Carver nodded. “You must be the boys who took out the Jap artillery?”

      Carver looked around at the natives and the approaching Captain Morrisey. “I had some help, Lieutenant. Without these men it wouldn’t have happened; no way in hell.”

      Morrisey stepped forward and Carver introduced him. Jankowski stiffened at his rank. He wasn’t sure if he was required to salute a provincial Captain, but gave him a crisp salute just in case. Morrisey laughed and saluted him back. “Good to see you. I’ve got wounded up there; could use some help getting them to your medics.”

      The Lieutenant nodded and sent his men forward. They hustled and followed the natives towards the ridgeline. Sergeant Carver said, “There’s two 105mm guns up there that are operational. You have anyone that could man them? I’d think they’re in perfect position to rain hell onto the retreating Japs.”

      The Lieutenant nodded. He called his radio man forward. While he was hustling forward with his heavy radio pack, Lt. Jankowski said, “Our arty’s bogged down on the coast road. We can’t bring it forward fast enough to keep up with the Jap retreat. I’ll get some men up here in a hurry. Division will be ecstatic.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later Sergeant Carver and Private O'Connor were sitting in front of General Thornton and Colonel Sinclair. Even being exhausted, they were still nervous in front of the big brass. As they told their story though, the officers’ respect grew and they gained confidence in the telling. Carver wrapped up with, “And that’s about it. Your guys got the wounded off and now we’re here.”

      General Thornton stood and crossed his arms, “I’m putting both of you up for silver stars. Since I’m the one doing it, the process of acceptance is just a formality.” He watched, expecting them to react like children on Christmas morning. Instead, they only stared.

      Carver thought about the men he’d left rotting in the jungle. They’d be lucky to get decent burials. Carver and O'Connor wanted to get the hell out of there so they could get some hot chow and a rack to sleep for a week.

      The sound of booming artillery coming from the ridge they’d abandoned rolled down to them. They all looked towards it. The streaking shells slammed into the retreating Japanese Army. Sergeant Carver smiled and pointed, “We appreciate the medals, Sir, but sending their own shells back at them? Now that beats a medal any day.”
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      General Hyakutake didn’t like venturing far from the command headquarters at Buin, but getting out with the troops was good for morale, and he wanted to see first-hand the work being done to push the Imperialist American’s off the beachhead at Empress Augusta Bay.

      The jungle was thick, making the air humid and sticky. It clung to the general like a wet rag. His staff clustered around him, their khaki colored tunics dark with sweat. The journey to the hills surrounding Empress Bay took most of the day. At some points, the road, which seemed more like a dirt track, was so choked they measured progress in meters rather than kilometers. They finally came to the end, and met a group of officers from the 17th Army. They braced and saluted their commander.

      They walked General Hyakutake and his entourage of officers and soldiers through the thick jungle for five kilometers.

      General Hyakutake had been on Bougainville for months. He’d retreated there after leading his men in defeat at Guadalcanal. He’d been ready to commit suicide for his failure, but his superiors ordered him not to take his life. They had a new assignment for him in the northern Solomon Islands. Bougainville, the largest of the Solomons and strategically important, needed a combat veteran for the coming clash with the allies.

      The five-kilometer walk reminded him what his soldiers had to put up with everyday. The bugs were almost as thick as the jungle, and they all seemed to bite or sting. During his short walk he’d seen more snakes than he could count on two hands. His men hacked through the jungle making it easier for his old body, but it was still hard walking.

      The officers assured him there were no Americans past the mountain range, but they still traveled as quietly as they could while hacking a path with machetes.

      After two hours they stopped, and the sweating Captain Shigeo gestured to the wall of jungle that started to angle up towards the mountain range. “This is the pass our men go through to the foothills surrounding the Americans. It’s impossible to see from the air. Our men, along with many,” he smiled a crooked grin showing straight white teeth, “native volunteers, cut a path that passes through the mountain range. It is not ready for heavy vehicles but will be soon. Once in place, we will no longer need to haul our guns through the jungle.” He indicated the denseness surrounding them. “Just as you’ve stated in your plan, the foothills around Empress Bay are perfect staging zones for artillery. We can hit all three of their airfields.”

      General Hyakutake nodded, “Yes, It will allow our forces to mass and push them back into the sea.” The old general didn’t smile. He’d been in almost constant combat for a decade and knew the vagaries of war. He’d seen too many officers exaggerate their successes. It was the reason he’d insisted on coming to see the roads for himself. “I want to see this road through the pass, Captain.”

      Captain Shigeo bowed slightly, “Yes, sir. We have motorcycles with side cars. We can travel most of the way through, but there are some tight sections. As we speak, work parties are widening the road. You’ll see them as we pass.”

      True to his word, when they’d gotten halfway through the mountain pass they came across a large group of men, women and children hacking and pounding the jungle back by hand. Their black bodies glistened with sweat as they swung hatchets and machetes. General Hyakutake stood in his sidecar and held up his hand. The small motorcade stopped, their engines ticking at idle. He got out of the car and stood watching the work. Captain Shigeo hustled up beside him. General Hyakutake said, “The natives use weapons. Has there been any trouble?”

      Captain Shigeo nodded and called to a lieutenant who was overseeing a group of heavily armed soldiers. The Lieutenant ran up and went into an impossibly stiff salute. General Hyakutake returned the salute. Captain Shigeo said, “General, this is Lieutenant Hiromi. Tell the general how you deal with security issues.”

      Lieutenant Hiromi bowed and pointed to a machine gun crew aiming their gun at penned natives. They were mostly young children, too young to work. Some held the bamboo bars and watched their families toil. “We have armed guards on constant watch, but if someone tries to escape or attacks, my men have orders to kill the children.”

      General Hyakutake nodded. “Have you had trouble?”

      The young Lieutenant nodded eagerly. “Yes, sir. The workers tried to overpower us a few weeks ago. My soldiers did their duty and gunned the children then we killed the attackers while the others watched. They did not die slow. There hasn’t been any trouble since.”

      General Hyakutake nodded and said, “Keep up the good work, Lieutenant.” The man beamed, saluted and went back to watching the natives hacking at the jungle.

      Satisfied, General Hyakutake ordered the motorcade back the way they’d come. Before motoring away he said to Captain Shigeo, “We will attack the Americans in a few months. This road is vital to our plans. Can you keep it hidden from the Americans?”

      Captain Shigeo braced and with the confidence born of a man who’d never known defeat said, “Absolutely, sir.”
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      On February 9th, 1943, hostilities ceased on Guadalcanal. American blood from every branch of the military had been shed to secure its beaches. The men of the 164th Infantry Regiment had fought a bloody battle lasting from October 1942 through to the day the Japanese forces were defeated. They won the battle, but the war was just beginning.

      The men of the 1st Marine Division went back to the states, but the grunts of the Americal Division were sent to the Fiji Islands to defend against Japanese aggression and to rest, recuperate and train.

      The second platoon of Able Company had just finished a grueling ten-mile hike with full gear. The humid heat of the island drained their energy, pulling their bodily fluids from every pore like a carnivorous sponge. The men had been on the lush island for the past eight months.

      Sergeant Carver made sure all the soldiers drank their canteens and refilled and drank again before he let them sit. They sprawled, turning their loose rank into an unorganized mass of sweating soldiers. Sergeant Carver kneeled.

      Corporal O’Connor shucked his heavy pack, wiped his brow and spit. He wiped his mouth and looked sideways at Sergeant Carver. “Hell of a way to celebrate our anniversary.”

      Sergeant Carver spit out the weed he was chewing. “Anniversary of what?”

      “It’s October 13th. One year ago today we landed on the canal.”

      Carver looked at the men surrounding him. There was only a handful from the original Guadalcanal force. Many had died, but most had been rotated home with debilitating wounds. He pulled a cigar from his pack. It was short and coming apart, but he pushed it into his mouth and shuffled it to the corner. “Seems like a lifetime ago.”

      Corporal O’Connor nodded, thinking the same thing. “We were green as grass back then.”

      Carver thought back to the men he’d served with, the soldiers who’d died. The image of Private Dunphy skewered on the end of a Japanese bayonet always popped into his head. Will the memory ever fade? It still woke him from a dead sleep at least three times a week. The face would change, but it always ended with Dunphy’s vacant death stare.

      The men lay around like vagabonds, but Sergeant Carver was proud of them. They’d been training almost constantly since arriving in late March. As replacements came in and filled the ranks, the old hands at first tolerated, then actively helped them assimilate into the unit. The constant training had pulled the men together. They’d gripe and complain, but the work became an enemy they could all hate together. The men were in the best shape of their lives and ready for action. Even the old hands, like Corporal O’Connor, who’d seen enough combat for six lifetimes was antsy to get back in the war.

      Sergeant Carver stood and put his fists on his hips. He pulled his helmet low and moved his wet cigar to the other side of his mouth. O’Connor stood beside him; his red hair was black with sweat, his cheeks rosy red. He still looked like a kid until you looked at his eyes; they belonged to a man three times his age.

      O’Connor asked, “You know where they’re sending us next?”

      “What makes you think they’re sending us somewhere? You ain't comfortable on this island paradise?”

      He shook his head and shuffled his feet, “We've been training like madmen. Don’t think they’re getting us ready for a parade.”

      Sergeant Carver said, “Thought they’d send us to the New Georgia Campaign, but that hell hole’s all but finished. I overheard the brass going over a map of New Guinea. The Japs have a stronghold on the northern tip. Place called Rabaul; be a tough nut to crack by the sounds of it.”

      Corporal O’Connor nodded and reached for his pack. “That sounds about right. Get us toughened up for a tough fight.” He put his backpack on and adjusted the straps. The men noticed and started rising from their prone positions. O’Connor was proud to see none of their rifles in the dirt. The GIs were filthy, but their weapons were clean. “The men are ready, Sarge. Ready for anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Carver gripped the side of the troop ship as it swayed on the gentle sea. He felt in his pocket for a cigar but came up empty. He cussed, remembering he’d chewed his last one the night before. How am I supposed to go into combat without a cigar? He’d taken a liking to a particular kind of stogie the Fijian Islanders rolled. He used to smoke cigarettes but gave them up for the better tasting and longer lasting cigars.

      He thought of the village elder he’d bartered with for the cigar. The old man had more wrinkles than any man he’d ever met. His nose was flat and wide taking up most of his face. He couldn’t remember his name, something unpronounceable to his mid-western mind. He’d offered the old man the last Japanese flag he had from Guadalcanal, a hard earned souvenir, but the man shook his head and handed him a box of the cigars and shooed him away with a toothless smile. His way of thanking us, I guess.

      The night was warm, not sweltering like the days. Sweat still beaded on his skin, but it didn’t run off in rivulets like during the day. A sentry walked by with his M1 rifle slung over his shoulder. His steps were slow and deliberate. Carver eyed him as he got closer trying to figure out if he knew him. He decided he didn’t and spat into the black sea.

      He looked to the beach a mile off the bow. It was mostly dark, but he thought he could see a dim light past the beach in the palms. He squinted, great way to get strafed. The thought took his gaze to the sky. It was moonless, and the stars were brilliant. He wondered what would happen if a Japanese Zero appeared. He instinctively felt for the stock of his Thompson sub-machine gun.

      He heard steps coming behind him. He turned and saw his commanding officer, Lieutenant Jeffery Swan approaching. He pushed off the gunwale and came to attention, snapping off a salute. Lieutenant Swan returned the salute. It was quick and half-assed like he was embarrassed to be in charge. Carver frowned remembering the Lieutenant was just a kid straight out of his second year of college. Having Sergeant Carver salute him was like having his father salute him. “How are things, sir?” Lieutenant Swan reached for the gunwales, tripped and would have fallen at Carver’s feet if he hadn’t caught him. “Whoa, you okay, sir?” Even in the darkness, Sergeant Carver could see the man’s face was a crimson red.

      He shook off Carver’s hand and looked for the culprit that tripped him. “Fine, fine. Tripped a little.” He leaned over the rail looking down at the black water. Carver tensed, ready to save him if he started to fall overboard. “Sure is dark out here.” Carver relaxed as Swan stood upright. He nodded. “How are the men?”

      “They’re fine, sir. Ready to get off this rust bucket.”

      Lieutenant Swan laughed too hard. “Yes, it is rusty, a rust bucket as you say.” Silence followed. Swan started to speak but stopped himself.

      “Something on your mind, Lieutenant?”

      Swan started picking his fingernails. The clicking sound grated on Carver, but he didn’t speak, waiting for Swan to get whatever was bothering him out. Swan finally spoke. “These past months have been tough. I’m proud of the men. All of them.”

      Carver nodded, and when there was no more said, “Yessir, they gutted it out.” He spit over the side.

      Lieutenant Swan tried to mimic it, but his spit barely cleared his chin and splatted on the deck between them. He brought his sleeved arm across his mouth. Christ, this kid is an infant.

      The Lieutenant finally got around to what he wanted to say. “You’ve been in combat. You and a bunch of the other men.” Carver looked out over the sea, here it comes.

      There was a long pause, and Carver was about to fill the gap telling him, ‘he’ll be okay if he remembers his training, it’s okay to be scared as long as you do your job…’ the standard response he’d given countless times to green, scared soldiers. But instead, Lieutenant Swan said, “What do you do if you have to take a shit?” he looked at the stunned Sergeant. “I mean I’ve got an irritable bowel, sometimes I just have to go, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. What if I’m leading an attack? Or giving an after action report in front of the brass?” he continued to pick his fingernails. He tore off a long thin piece causing his finger to bleed.

      Sergeant Carver stared at his officer, a smile creeping across his face. Finally, he gave a hearty laugh and slapped Lieutenant Swan on the back. Between laughing and breathing, he said, “Well, shit Lieutenant, if that’s the least of your worries you’ll do fine out there.” He shook his head letting the laughter roll over him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed. It felt good, the worry seemed to roll off his shoulders.

      The Lieutenant smiled but didn’t laugh. Carver got control of himself. “If you gotta shit, then shit. I’m sure the brass’ll understand.” He broke out laughing again picturing the skinny lieutenant squatting in front of the brass. He couldn’t contain himself. The image sent him into a fit.

      Lieutenant Swan moved to leave, but Carver wiped his eyes and put his hand on his shoulder. He got control. He turned serious. “Look, I’ll cover for you whenever I can, okay? I’m sure the brass would rather you didn’t shit your pants in front of them and if you’re leading an attack? Well, you won’t be the only one. Hell, you’ll probably get dysentery anyway. Probably cure your irritable bowel.”

      Lieutenant Swan smiled and nodded. “Thanks, Sarge.” He turned to leave then spun back around, “Oh, one more thing.” Carver lifted his eyebrow wondering what it would be this time. Lieutenant Swan looked at the luminous dials on his watch. “Merry Christmas.”
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      Before the sun rose, the men of the 164th Infantry Regiment were on the landing craft shuttling to the beach of another Japanese-held island. The similarity to their landing on Guadalcanal over a year before was hard to ignore. Like Guadalcanal, they were landing after the Marine’s had already established a beachhead the month before, and like Guadalcanal, they were landing unopposed.

      The Marine’s Third Division had landed on November 1st and lost nearly 100 men before finally securing a beachhead and clearing Empress Augusta Bay of Japanese soldiers. They immediately pushed out into the jungle to secure a wider defensive zone. The going was tough; there was swamp just beyond the beach that bogged them down. Unlike Guadalcanal, the U.S. Navy was up to the task of defending the beachhead from marauding Japanese warships.

      The allied generals wanted Bougainville in order to build airstrips that were close enough to bomb the heavily defended city of Rabaul. It was the last Japanese stronghold in the Solomon Islands.

      The Japanese tried to dislodge the Marines with multiple counterattacks staged from landing craft on beaches north of the beachhead. The Marines repelled them each time, but casualties mounted.

      When the airfield at Torokina Point was complete, the Marines considered the job done. They would be pulled off the island to be replaced by the well-rested Americal Division.

      Sergeant Carver and his men didn’t know the bigger strategy; they only knew they were going into combat on Christmas morning. The gentle bay waves slapped against the landing craft as they sped toward the beach’s white sand. Sergeant Carver looked over his men in the dim light. They hunched under their steel pots, rifles pointing to the sky, prophylactics covering the barrels to protect from sea water. Most of the second platoon were replacements but there were still a few old hands. Of course, Corporal O’Connor, the crazy woodsman from Oregon was there, staring at the back of the man in front of him.

      To his left was Private First Class Blake. He’d joined them in January and seen a lot of combat on the canal. He was reliable and had become one of the best BAR men in the company. He could accurately shoot the big gun from his hip. He’d seen him hit enemy troops while running too, an unheard of feat with the unwieldy weapon.

      A few rows up, he recognized the sloped shoulders of Private Willy. He was the greasiest kid he’d ever met. His complexion was mostly black-heads. Whenever he smiled, which was damned rare, his face would erupt with mini-volcanoes of puss. He’d seen him scrub himself until his skin was raw and still he’d come out with a greasy sheen. But what he lacked in hygiene he made up for in fighting intensity. The kid seemed to slip into another zone when the bullets started flying. He seemed to be charmed. Multiple times, Carver had seen him bolt from a foxhole and charge headlong into a Jap attack, or into the withering fire of a Nambu machine gun, but he never got a scratch. He hoped his luck would last, but he wasn’t holding his breath.

      He found the other veteran, Sergeant Milo grinning at him from the second row. Carver spat and scowled until the man turned away. He was a quiet, competent son-of-a-bitch that could wield his Thompson submachine gun almost as well as he could. He liked Milo, but found his chumminess with the enlisted men annoying and dangerous. He was a good man under pressure, and he was glad to have him in his platoon, leading first and second squad.

      He looked to his right and gave Lieutenant Swan a once over. He was a new addition, joining Able Company after Guadalcanal. From what he’d seen during the endless training on Fiji, he made mostly good decisions. He could read a map, but he was unsure of himself, often giving orders that sounded more like questions. He needed to toughen up if he hoped to survive in the jungles of the northern Solomon Islands. Carver wondered if the kid had to take a shit.

      The driver of the LCVP leaned down and tapped Lieutenant Swan’s shoulder. He jumped and stifled a yell. He turned to the helmeted Navy man, “Land in five minutes, sir.”

      Swan nodded and looked to Sergeant Carver. “Tell the men?”

      Carver shook his head and bellowed above the engine noise. “Five minutes! Check weapons and gear. There’s not supposed to be any opposition, but I want to see an organized landing. Let’s show these dandy boy Marines how to hit a beach.” The men grinned and looked over their weapons. Sergeant Carver always had a way of cutting through tension.

      The LCVP lurched, and the front gate smashed onto the beach. It was just getting light. The men ran as one onto the beach, went halfway up, spread out and crouched with their M1s ready. Captain Tom Flannigan walked off the LCVP beside Carver’s and sauntered to the crouched men. He put his hands on his hips, his right hand near the handle of his service issued .45 caliber. He tilted his helmet back and looked behind at the approaching Lieutenant Swan and Sergeant Carver.

      He turned his broad shoulders square to the men who snapped to attention. Lieutenant Swan saluted, Sergeant Carver hesitated not wanting to draw attention from unwanted snipers, a lesson he’d learned on the canal. He snapped off a salute, pulling it down as soon as Captain Flannigan returned it. Carver took a half step back trying to take himself out of the line of fire, but Flannigan didn’t notice. He only had eyes for the diminutive Lieutenant. He looked him up and down then leaned in. “These your men, son?”

      Lieutenant Swan looked at the men as if he’d never seen them. “Uh, yessir. My men, sir.”

      “Well, they look like shit. That the way you assault a beach? Good thing the Marines have already cleared the way or you’d be chowder, cut to ribbons like confetti.”

      Sergeant Carver gritted his teeth. His men looked sharp; Captain Flannigan never had anything good to say about anyone except his 4th platoon. Carver didn’t know how Flannigan got mixed up with his men, but the sooner he could get him shuffled back to command the better. Sergeant Carver thought Lieutenant Swan was going to cry.

      “I, I’m sorry, sir. No excuse, no excuse,” he stuttered.

      “You’re damned right there’s no excuse. How are these men going to fight the Japanese? How are they going to keep our proud tradition from becoming a laughing stock of the whole damned division?”

      Sergeant Carver saw Corporal O’Connor start to move from his position on the flank. He thought he better intervene before his Corporal got his stripe pulled. Carver snapped to attention. “My fault, sir. I’ll drill them harder. We’ll whip ‘em into shape, I’ve been too easy on ‘em, sir.”

      Captain Flannigan spun to the Sergeant looming behind him. Lieutenant Swan looked at Carver like he was a lifeboat to a drowning man. He was grateful, but he felt heat pulse up his neck with rising anger at the captain. “See that you do, Sergeant.” Lieutenant Swan tried to look into Carver’s eyes, but he looked at his own feet instead.

      Carver glanced at O’Connor who was still getting to his feet. He gave him a quick head shake. “All right you men, on your feet and double time it up to the edge of the beach.” The men sprang up and ran to the thick jungle and crouched.

      Their weapons were leveled at the jungle. They were all breathing hard, but being this close to the jungle gave them pause. It wasn’t Fiji; this was an enemy jungle full of hidden death. O’Connor nodded. “This is the real deal, men. Stay sharp, and don’t listen to that asshole, Captain Flannigan. We look good.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of Christmas Day, 1943 was spent moving the division’s gear from the ships to the beach. The Third Marines were starting to move their gear to the beach as well in preparation for their departure on the same ships the Americal Division arrived on. A smooth transition of forces was the goal.

      Captain Flannigan and Lieutenant Swan went to a briefing by the departing Marine General, Turnage. They entered the open air tent swatting at flies and mosquitos that seemed to feast on the fresh meat. Lieutenant Swan slapped at the bugs in a hopeless attempt to remain unbit, but his skin already looked like a moonscape.

      The Marines clustered in front of their General. The flies and mosquitos seemed to leave them alone. Lieutenant Swan hoped he’d eventually adjust, or would be able to ignore the constant buzzing and biting, but he doubted it.

      He found himself a folding chair and sat down as General Hal Turnage entered. He was a handsome man with perfectly combed hair and piercing blue eyes. Despite the heat and dirt of Bougainville, he looked freshly showered and shaved. The men braced at attention, Lt. Swan knocked the folding chair over making a racket that earned him a glare from the Marine General.

      “At ease, men.” He stood behind a makeshift podium, gripping the sides with tree trunk hands. An aide stepped behind him and placed a map of the island. General Turnage extended a pointer and smacked the area of Empress Augusta Bay. “As you know, we are here. The Third Marines along with the 37th Infantry Division landed here on November 1st to light resistance. Our objective was to push inland a few miles, set up a secure beachhead and build an airstrip here.” He smacked the map again indicating the finger of land poking into the sea. “Torokina Airfield. In early December with almost constant Japanese harassment, we succeeded. The airstrip went operational earlier this month and is currently used by both Navy and Marine squadrons.” He paused to look the men over. “They’ve successfully used Torokina to hit deeper than they’ve ever been able to before. The Nips have brought artillery pieces to the surrounding hills and have struck the airfield a number of times.

      “My Marines have been able to hunt down and kill most of these guns but make no mistake; this jungle is thicker than anything you’ve seen on the canal or that tropical paradise you grew so attached to, Fiji.”

      The Marines in front looked back and sneered. General Turnage continued. “We’ve pushed into the hills to deny the Japs the high ground. This hill here,” he smacked the map again, “is Hill 700. It’s dotted with bunkers occupied by the 37th Infantry. It’s the key to this whole operation. If the Japs own it, they can rain artillery fire on any part of the beachhead including Torokina. The smaller hills to the south are also key and defended, but we expect the Japs to make a push for Hill 700.” He paced away from the podium and clasped his hands behind his back.

      The pointer extended above his head like an antenna. “The nips we’re facing are the 17th Army led by General Hyakutake. The same General that lost on Guadalcanal. So far, his forces have been smart and tough. They use the thick jungle to their advantage and can bring artillery pieces to bear despite it. There are no roads, only footpaths, so they’re hauling these pieces by hand.” He looked at the attentive faces, “These are tough hombres with an ax to grind. The main force we’re fighting is the 6th Division. These sons-of-bitches have been fighting since the ‘30s. They’re brutal and professional soldiers. They’re the same troops that fought in Nanking, China.” He stopped pacing and stared hard at the fidgeting army officers. “Don’t underestimate these soldiers. They’ll make you pay if you do.”

      He returned to the podium and let out a sigh. “My Marines are needed elsewhere, so it’s up to you men to continue what we started. You’ll occupy our outposts and headquarters tomorrow. I’ll expect a smooth transition.

      “Reconnaissance patrols haven’t picked up any unusual activity, so we’re not expecting an imminent attack. You can be sure they’re watching us, but I don’t think they have a sizable force in the area to take advantage of our transition.

      “Some of my men will hang back with you for a day or two until you get the lay of the land. They’ll show you defenses, trails, problem areas, that sort of thing. Listen to them; it’s information that’s come at a price, believe me.”
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      Corporal O’Connor didn’t sleep well his first night on Bougainville. The incessant buzzing and biting of millions of insects wouldn’t allow it, so he got up from his cot and with bleary eyes went out to take a leak. He wore his skivvies; his rifle slung over his shoulder. The night was black. He squinted into the jungle as his stream made a puddle in the dirt. There could be a Jap right in front of me, and I’d never know it. The thought made him cut his stream short and unsling his rifle. He held it at the ready and tried to pierce the night. All his senses were firing, but the only sound was the buzz of insect life.

      There was a sudden brightening of the sky, he crouched waiting for the boom of artillery, but it never came. The brightness flared then dimmed. He wondered if he was seeing Mount Bagana acting up. The massive volcano was always spewing white smoke and could be seen from every corner of the island. O’Connor watched the light disappear. He shrugged, if that thing blows it’s top everyone on this island will cook.

      He went back to the tent he shared with the other six men and sat on the edge of his cot. It creaked like an old rocking chair. The deep breathing of sleeping men surrounded him. He envied them. He was desperate for sleep, but knew he wasn’t going to get any tonight. A voice cut through the darkness in a whisper. “You can’t sleep either.” It was a statement more than a question.

      O’Connor laid on the cot pulling the thin sheet over his body as an ineffective barrier to the biting insects. His cot protested in loud squeaks. “That you Blake?” A grunt from PFC Blake. “Nah, can’t sleep. You seen that volcano? Looks about ready to blow.”

      “Yeah, that would shorten this little operation. We could make a break for the ships, but the Japs wouldn’t be able to escape.” He sat up on his cot. “That’s not a bad idea, wonder if our bombers could drop a stick of bombs through the top and cause it to blow?”

      O’Connor smiled picturing the scene. “That’d be a neat trick alright, but I don’t think it works like that.”

      Blake said, “Oh really, you a professor of volcanic activity or something? I think it’d work. I read about it somewhere. It’s worked before.”

      “Really? Where?” O’Connor was suddenly interested; he didn’t think Private First Class Blake could read well and doubted he’d be reading about volcanos if he could.

      Blake continued, “I saw it in a comic book my little brother had I think.”

      O’Connor sat up and laughed, “A fucking comic book? Does that mean you think there’s a Superman living somewhere in the States?” he didn’t wait for a reply. “You know that’s all made up, right?”

      Blake said, “Fuck you, Corporal.”

      From across the tent a gruff sleepy voice, “would you two shut the fuck up?”

      Blake said, “Sorry Sarge.” Sergeant Carver grunted, and his breathing returned to deep sleep.

      O’Connor slapped at a large insect that smacked into the side of his face, closed his eyes and tried to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      It was still dark when Sergeant Carver’s internal alarm clock went off, and he swung his legs from under the dirty sheet and sat on the side of his cot. He rubbed his stubbled chin. Gotta shave this morning. It would be a busy day moving the men and material to the Marine’s positions. He doubted he’d get another chance over the next few days.

      He pulled on his pants, shirt and laced his boots. He’d gotten new boots right before shipping out from Fiji. They still looked new, but the mud and grime of the Bougainville jungle would take care of that soon enough.

      He stood and stretched. He felt good. He’d slept better than he normally did on a hostile beach. He could feel his muscles relaxing. He’d packed on all the weight he’d lost fighting on Guadalcanal. He’d lost 20 pounds during that campaign. He wondered what he’d look like after being on this shit-hole for a couple of weeks. He slapped at a fat mosquito, and a smudge of his blood stained his arm. Damned bugs will drain a couple pounds of blood before the end of the day.

      He’d been in the tropics for two years now, first on New Caledonia, then Guadalcanal, then Fiji and now Bougainville, but he’d never seen the insects as thick as they were here and they hadn’t even ventured into the jungle yet.

      Most of his veterans had been afflicted with some kind of ailment from the terrible conditions on the Canal. Many had cases of malaria, dysentery and various forms of foot rot. Many had combinations of all those and some were incapacitated and had to be evacuated. He wondered how many men he’d lose to insects and jungle during this campaign.
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        * * *

      

      A chow hall was set up to accommodate the extra men in the headquarters area. There was a group of Marines standing in line when Sergeant Carver and members of Able Company arrived. The Marines gave them scathing looks and the soldiers returned them.

      The Marines looked bedraggled and skinny, much the same way they’d looked after fighting on the canal. The veteran soldiers could tell the Marines standing in front of them had been in combat. The way they carried themselves, the way they looked at green soldiers was a sure giveaway, but the green soldiers only saw men who looked like shit.

      Sergeant Carver saw one of his bigger soldiers lean down and whisper something to the man behind him. They snickered, obviously talking about the Marines. His men were tough, even the ones that hadn’t faced a Japanese soldier yet. They’d been training nonstop for months, their bodies highly tuned killing machines, but Carver was sure the Marine vets would make short work of them if they brawled. The vets wouldn’t hold back. As he knew all too well, the only way to stay alive in combat is to show no mercy; to come at the enemy relentlessly until either they’re dead or you’re dead.

      The Marine in front of the soldier turned around and looked up at the man sneering down at him. He looked him up and down then nudged his buddy and said, “Looks like this one stayed on his momma’s tit too long don’t it, Lee?”

      The other Marine, who looked to weigh all of one hundred pounds soaking wet, laughed, “Didn’t know they stacked shit that high.”

      Sergeant Carver stepped forward as his soldier, Private Bennett, was about to lunge. Carver stepped in front, and even though he was six inches shorter, his presence was giant. He thrust his thick finger into Bennett’s face. “Stop right there soldier. Don’t do something you may not live to regret.”

      Private Bennett scrunched his head in confusion. He pointed at the smiling Marines. “They’re jar-heads, Sarge, talking shit about my momma. No one gets away with that.”

      Sergeant Carver’s finger stayed in Bennett’s face, which turned from confused to angry as he saw the Marines snickering. Sergeant Carver raised his voice so all the men could hear. “There will be no fighting. Any man caught fighting will have to face me, and God help you.” The mess hall went silent. Every man in the unit knew of Carver’s fighting prowess. He’d received the Silver Star for gallantry on the battlefield on Guadalcanal. He was one of two men that survived a twelve man patrol and by sheer force of will completed an impossible mission. Even the Marines knew who he was. He wasn’t a man to be trifled with and every man knew he’d follow through on his promise.

      Private Bennett, the big farm boy from North Dakota, looked crestfallen. He wanted to beat the puny Marines into the ground. He couldn’t understand why his hero sergeant wasn’t letting him. From what he heard Sergeant Carver wasn’t a big fan of the Marines. One of their pilots had killed some of his men on that patrol.

      The Marines turned back around and slapped one another on the back. Sergeant Carver pushed Private Bennett to the back of the line like the big oaf was in middle school.

      Carver joined him at a long table full of Able Company soldiers. Sergeant Milo was beside him. He looked pissed as he shoveled food into his mouth. Between bites, he leaned close to Carver and said, “Why didn’t you let Bennett get his ass whooped? A little brawl might be just what the men need to shake off some steam.”

      Bennett dropped his spoon splattering the brown gravy like substance onto his shirt. Sergeant Milo looked at him and squinted, “Those are combat vets, they’d have killed you if the rest of us weren’t here.” Bennett shook his head not believing any ten Marines, veterans or not could take him.

      Sergeant Carver looked hard at Sergeant Milo. “Those men beat back a Jap assault just a few days ago. They were on Hill 260, where we’re headed. They were attacked by a large force. I heard over 1000 men to their 200, and they kicked their asses.” He looked up and down the long table at his rapt audience. “If they hadn’t held, our reception wouldn’t have been near as friendly. We’d most likely be fighting the little yellow bastards as we speak. We owe them gratitude and respect, not some small town bullshit.” He stared at Private Bennett who lowered his head and pushed his food around his plate.
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      By midday, the men of the fighting elements of the Americal Division were formed up and ready to take over the Marine positions. The narrow strip of beach they stood on was inadequate for their numbers. Carver squinted into the perfectly blue sky searching for the tell-tale engine noise of an approaching Japanese Zero. If they catch us on the beach, it’ll be a massacre.

      He knew the Japanese Air units had been thinned out over the past months, but they were still a threat. He would’ve felt better if there was some air cover. He wiped his brow then heard the deep rumble of an engine. He scanned the sky, but the noise was coming from behind him, from the sea. He turned to watch a pair of speeding PT boats weaving in and out of the transport ships they’d abandoned the day before. Nearly the entire Third Marine Division was on those ships now, heading off to another piece of shit island, no doubt.

      The PT boats were small in comparison, but they looked deadly with their black torpedo tubes and front and back mounted machine guns. The throaty engines propelled them along at a moderate clip amongst the larger ships, but once they were clear the engines opened up, and they surged to their top speed.

      Sergeant Carver whistled his admiration. Corporal O’Connor was beside him nodding. Carver said, “If I ever had to be a squid, I’d want to be on one of those sexy things.”

      O’Connor added, “They’re fast and quick striking, but heaven help you if one of them Jap destroyers gets you in her sights.” He watched Sergeant Carver staring as they went around the Torokina Airfield and out of sight. O’Connor thought he looked like a kid staring into the front window of a toy store. “Too bad were heading inland, there’s a whole fleet of ‘em sitting on Puruata Island.” He pointed at the small island off the coast a quarter mile. “They’re on the other side in a little bay. If we had more time, we could’ve borrowed one.”

      Sergeant Carver shook his head and came back from his daydream of captaining a PT boat. “Shaddup, Corporal.” O’Connor smiled and gave him a mock salute.

      There was a shout from the front of the column. Sergeant Carver heard Lieutenant Swan order them forward. Carver boomed, “all right, let’s get a move on. Single file, keep it tight, don’t want anyone getting lost.”

      Soon they were entering the jungle along a track they called a road. It was hardly wide enough for a side by side column, let alone a truck. The men had their rifles slung. A squad of Marines dressed in mottled camouflage led the way. Their rifles were at the ready, but they were relaxed. Carver decided the recent battle had chased off any enemy soldiers. He gritted his teeth, don’t assume anything with these bastards. He unslung his Thompson and checked his magazine was firmly locked in place.

      They’d only walked a hundred yards when the road turned muddy. The smell of decay stung his nose and forced him to breathe with an open mouth. So many feet pounding the already sloppy road made it worse, and by the time his platoon got through, they were muddy up to their knees. So much for new boots. Each step made a sucking sound as the mud clung to them like grasping hands from the grave.

      The trail started sloping upwards, and the mud turned to hard pack dirt. The jungle was oppressive and looked impenetrable to either side. Carver didn’t think any jungle could be as thick as Guadalcanal, but this place made it look like a parking lot.

      An hour passed before they halted and were told to break into individual platoons. Lieutenant Swan called up Sgt. Carver and Milo. In his squeaky voice, he said, “This is Corporal Phinney,” he gestured at a dirty marine holding an M1. “He’s going to guide us to the bunkers we’ll occupy on the top of Hill 260.” Sergeant Carver gave his Lieutenant a once over; the kid looked like he was sweating buckets. His greasy face was glistening like a glazed donut.

      Corporal Phinney waved them off the main path, onto a smaller one leading south. “It’s not far, but be ready there’s sometimes Jap snipers that creep around in here.” He pointed to the tree tops. “Sneaky bastards like to sit in the trees, keep your eye’s peeled.”

      Without being told, the platoon unslung their M1s and held them at the ready giving nervous glances to the trees. Carver waved them forward, shuffling Lieutenant Swan to the middle of the column. Carver raised an eyebrow, and Swan gave him an awkward grin and shrug. “So far so good.” Carver wondered if he was carrying extra toilet paper. Dysentery or the shitty K-rations would probably take care of the wiping issue.

      The Marine Corporal moved well along the path. The jungle was still thick, but the path widened slightly allowing the men to spread out.

      They’d been walking for ten minutes when the unmistakable signs of battle emerged. The jungle thinned, not from anything natural but countless artillery tree bursts. The blazing sun streamed through the thinned jungle canopy. If it weren’t for the smell of rotting flesh, it would have been a beautiful scene.

      Corporal Phinney held up a fist and went to his knee. Sergeant Carver slunk forward. Phinney pointed to the base of a hill thirty yards ahead. “That’s the bottom of Hill 260. Japs tried to flank us and come up this side, but our boys got wind of it and called in an artillery strike. Even with the thick canopy, it laid waste to the fuckers.”

      Carver nodded as his eyes started seeing Japanese corpses. Their tan and greenish uniforms blended in well, but once he saw one, he started picking out more until he realized it was a slaughterhouse. He guessed there were forty or fifty dead Japanese soldiers rotting in the sun. “Why haven’t these bodies been buried?” he asked as he pulled his t-shirt over his nose.

      The Corporal smiled, “We killed ‘em, you boys get to bury ‘em.”

      Carver and the men surrounding him scowled, but kept their mouths shut. Lieutenant Swan came up beside them and crouched. He scanned the carnage, realized what he was seeing and smelling and before he could get a word out, threw up his breakfast. More soldiers joined him as the smell and sights assaulted their senses. Corporal Phinney grinned, delighting in the officer’s discomfort. “Careful as we walk through, sometimes they like to play possum until they have a chance to pop up from the dead and kill you.”

      Sergeant Carver put his hand on Swan’s shoulder and said, “I’ll pass it along. Better get back to the middle, sir.” Swan wiped his mouth and nodded. His skin was the color of the maggots crawling amongst the bodies.

      They walked through the killing field. Most were torn apart. There were body parts littering the ground like confetti after a parade. Walking without stepping on pieces was difficult. Carver could hear more men adding their vomit to the lieutenant’s.

      Once they were through the killing zone, they climbed the hill. It was only 260 feet, but the heat and the smell of rot made it seem higher. As they neared the crest, the smell of cordite and charred wood mixed with the smell of decomposition. The hill looked empty but upon closer inspection, they could see the tops of Marine’s heads here and there dotting the area.

      As they approached one such hole, a jubilant Marine Captain sprang up and rushed to them. Carver and the men around him sprang to attention but knew better than to salute in a hostile area. The Captain extended his hand to the white faced Lieutenant Swan, who took the proffered hand. His grip was rough and strong. “Am I ever glad to see you dogfaces.”

      The Marine corporal introduced him, “This is Captain Hanson. Captain, this is…” he gestured to Swan.

      Lieutenant Swan stared into the Captain’s face, the silence getting uncomfortable. Carver jumped in. “Lieutenant Swan and I’m Sergeant Carver; this is Sergeant Milo and Corporal O’Connor.” He saw the Captain giving Lieutenant Swan the once over. “Lieutenant Swan’s not used to dead bodies. The Japs at the bottom of the hill shook him a little. He’ll be fine after some water, sir.”

      Captain Hanson smiled, “Don’t worry about them, Lieutenant. Those are the good kind of Nips…dead. You gotta worry about the other kind.” Lieutenant Swan nodded. “Don’t worry; you get used to the smell.” Lieutenant Swan looked around at the moonscape of his new home and thought, God, I hope not.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Hanson wanted to get off Hill 260 as quickly as he could, and it was evident by the way he showed Lieutenant Swan, and his sergeant’s the stronghold. The once lush hill had been bombed incessantly for the past weeks. The top of the hill by the Japanese and the rest by the Marines and Naval units. There were large craters down the hill which had to have come from the big 152mm naval guns. Closer to the top, the craters were smaller, mostly from mortars with a few bigger ones from some of the artillery the Imperial Japanese Army was able to get into range.

      Lieutenant Swan noticed the difference and asked, “Are there roads into this area?” Captain Hanson shook his head, no. “How are the Japs able to get their artillery pieces close enough? Are they cutting their way through the jungle?”

      Captain Hanson stopped and pointed to a ridge to the north; it was denuded much like the top of the hill they stood on. “That’s Hill 700. The Army 37th has been holding off Jap attacks, but the Japs owned it for awhile. They had all sorts of artillery up there. Not just small mortars but big guns. They even managed to get an anti-aircraft gun up there, used it to knock the shit out of a couple of our tanks. Cut through them like butter.”

      He shook his head and placed his hands on his hips. “They’re resourceful make no mistake, and they’ll keep going until they’re dead.” He looked Lt. Swan in the eye. “There’s no roads, only dirt tracks through the thickest jungle I’ve ever seen. I don’t know how they get those guns an inch let alone miles upon miles.” He frowned and looked at the distant hill. “They’re like little fucking ants. Thousands of ‘em. You kill one there’s ten more right behind. It’s unnatural.”

      They continued touring the hill. They had an escort of five other Marines, Corporal Phinney included. They kept a sharp eye on the areas that still had trees.

      The hill’s defenses were a series of bunkers laid out on the top of the ridge supporting other bunkers further down the hill. They were hastily built fortifications started by the Marines, added to by the Japanese, then finished by the Marines. Each attack had left the bunkers scarred and some destroyed, but with the help of the Navy Seabees, they were able to rebuild and reinforce them with sandbags and downed trees.

      They’d held up well to the most recent attack, although the Japanese had managed to get close enough to one to lob in a satchel charge. The explosion completely destroyed it and the men inside. There was nothing left of the six Marines, not even their dogtags. Lieutenant Swan made replacing the bunker a priority once they got settled.

      The tour took an hour. Captain Hanson was eager to get he and his men off the mountain. “I think I’ve covered all the defenses you’ve got. If you don’t have any more questions, I’ll hand over the radio codes and leave you with a few men to show you around the patrol area.” Sergeant Carver noticed Corporal Phinney tense up and take a step back.

      Lieutenant Swan rubbed his chin and looked at his boots, “Seems like we’re exposed out here on this knob. We’re what, 800 yards from the northern knob, separated by the saddle?”

      Hanson nodded, “Yep, that’s correct, but there’s plenty of fire support from the main area.”

      Lieutenant Swan continued, “Those dead Japs at the bottom of the hill can attest to that, but it seems to me they were able to cut you off from the main line. Correct?”

      Captain Hanson nodded. “This position’s temporary, at least that’s what we were told. By being here, we deny the Japs another hill to fire from. If the Japs come in force, you’ll have to retreat or be cut off.”

      “You didn’t retreat when they came.” He grinned at the Captain.

      “We were told to hold, so we held, but if they’d dug in on the saddle, we would’ve been in a world of hurt.”

      Swan nodded, not liking the position, but not wanting to show his fear to the Marine captain. “I guess that’s all the questions I’ve got for you, sir.”

      Hanson looked around at the Marines guarding them. “I’ll leave you these men here. They’ve been here since the start and know this area better than anyone. They’ll show you around, but I want ‘em back by dark tomorrow.”

      “Yessir. That should be no problem.” Carver didn’t think it was enough time but understood the Captain’s desire to get his men to the transports in one piece.

      Hanson nodded. “The rest of us will be leaving within the hour.” Without waiting for a reply, he told the sulking Corporal Phinney to inform the men of their imminent departure. Phinney turned to give the news, mumbling under his breath.
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        * * *

      

      True to his word, ten minutes later the only Marines still on the hill were the six guards. They slinked off together and found a hole to bitch and complain about their bad luck.

      Lieutenant Swan, his two sergeants and a couple of Corporals were checking out the main command bunker. It was the largest and had the best view of the hill and the North Knob. It was a good vantage point and equidistant from the other bunkers.

      Swan called them together and laid out a map of their surrounding area. It was an old German map from before the turn of the century, but it got most of the bigger features correct including their hill. Using a short pencil he pulled from behind his ear, he pointed. “We’re here with bunkers here, here, here and here.” He circled their locations. “Downslope bunkers are marked with the Xs.” He drew circles dotting the hillside. “These are the foxholes the Marines were using, there are others, but these are the best. They’re linked by this trench system.”

      He looked from man to man. Carver was impressed with the Lieutenant’s grasp of his surroundings. “The mortar pit is here with another here.” He drew slits near the bunker they sat in. “I want the 61mm mortar pit moved to here. They can cover further down the slope. I don’t think we need to worry about our flanks, seems the naval guns and beach artillery are enough to stop any attacks.” Everyone thought about the carnage they’d walked through. “I want two more mortar pits dug here and here. They’ll be protected by the slight defilade, but won’t lose any range.” He paused, “The thirty caliber machine guns will obviously be best suited for the bunkers, but I want a few more placed here, here and here. That’ll cover any withdrawals from the bunkers if anything goes wrong.”

      Sergeant Carver looked at the map trying to envision the defenses. He nodded, pleased with the changes. It would make the hill more defensible without too much extra work. This rookie might just work out after all.

      Lieutenant Swan looked at Sergeant Milo. “Take six men to the base of the hill and bury those stinking bodies. Four working, two watching for Japs, got it?” Sergeant Milo nodded. He’d be sending Corporal Dunlop on that particular duty. “I don’t like being out here on a limb like this. It’s too easy to be cut off. I’ll need to think about that and maybe…” Lieutenant Swan suddenly stood up, stiffened and put his pencil behind his ear. He turned for the back door, made from bamboo thatch and said, “that’ll be all, men. Dismissed.”

      The others were surprised at the abrupt end to the briefing, everyone except Sergeant Carver. He yelled at the retreating officer, “Shitter’s to the right, sir.” He didn’t get a reply.
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      The 164th Regiment’s first night on Hill 260 was uneventful but terrifying. The new men weren’t able to sleep, kept awake by the constant sounds of the jungle. Every shape looked like an enemy soldier, every sound impending death. The blackness surrounding them was complete. There was no moon and clouds skittered across the stars. Even without the thick jungle canopy above, it was dark as ink.

      O’Connor was at the bottom of his hole sleeping soundly when Private Bennett, the big BAR man called out, “Who’s there? I’ll shoot, I swear I’ll shoot.”

      O’Connor opened his eyes and saw the big man’s silhouette against the dark sky. His huge head looked like something from outer space. He kicked the back of Bennett’s calf. “Shut the fuck up, Bennett. I’m trying to sleep, goddammit.”

      The kick surprised Bennett, and he fired off a long stream of thirty caliber rounds into the night. O’Connor sprang up with his rifle ready and leveled it towards the jungle, but knew Bennett didn’t have a target. He pulled the weapon away from Bennett’s iron grip with a hard yank that pulled the skin from Bennett’s trigger finger. He was breathing hard, reaching for his weapon. “Give it back; they’re out there, they’re everywhere.”

      Corporal O’Connor kept the weapon from him. “Shut the fuck up, Private, there’s nothing out there but jungle. Knock it off!”

      Private Bennett lunged again, but O’Connor dropped the BAR into the bottom of the hole and landed a hard right cross to Bennett’s chin. The blow knocked him back. He hit the side of the hole, stumbled and fell to the bottom, cussing and holding his chin. Rage filled his eyes, and he tried to lunge at O’Connor’s legs, but before he could, O’Connor kicked him in the chest and stepped on him, pinning him to the ground. “Pull yourself together Bennett, or I’ll bury you out here.”

      Bennett struggled against O’Connor’s foot but before he could break free Sergeant Carver slithered into the hole and stood beside Corporal O’Connor. He looked down at his BAR man. “What the hell’s all the racket, Private?”

      Bennett spluttered, “there’s, there’s a shitload…” he realized there was no return fire, no screaming Japanese soldiers on a banzai attack. “I, I thought I saw something, saw a Jap coming at me then O’Connor kicked me and…”

      “Shoulda kicked you in the damned head. You woke up the entire Company with your chickenshit.”

      Private Bennett looked down and shook his head, “Sorry, Sarge. I fucked up.”

      Sergeant Carver slapped O’Connor on the shoulder. He removed his boot from Bennett’s chest. Carver said, “The next time he does that you’ve got my permission to kill him.”

      Even in the darkness, Bennett could see the evil grin spreading across O’Connor’s freckled face. He pulled out his K-bar knife. “Haven’t had a chance to use this in awhile.”

      Carver nodded. “Now get some sleep, we’re patrolling in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      The jungle lightened with the morning in a slow, colorful dance. The dark jungle which had seemed so forbidding and close only an hour before was green and distant, almost welcoming. Beyond the barren shelled area it thickened and looked forbidding but the morning light even made that look inviting.

      O’Connor kicked the sleeping giant beside him. Bennett had finally fallen asleep sometime in the early morning, and now he was snoring. O’Connor shook his head, looks like a big fucking teddy bear. He kicked him again, and the big man’s eyes shot open, remembering where he was. “Japs?”

      O’Connor shook his head and dropped a can of K-rations on his chest, “Nope, breakfast.” O’Connor hopped out of the hole. “We muster at 0530, don’t be late.”

      Private Bennett nodded and sat up to open his K-rat. “I won’t be late.” He looked up, “Wait. Late for what?” O’Connor kept walking, shaking his head, guy’s dumber’n a stump.

      All of second platoon was milling around the command bunker talking about what little sleep they’d gotten. When they found out who’d fired the rounds, they cussed and threw dirt clods at Private Bennett who took his lumps with a sheepish grin.

      Lieutenant Swan came out of the bunker with Sergeant Carver and Sergeant Milo on either side of him. He didn’t look like he’d gotten much sleep either. He tried to make his voice sound deep and authoritarian, but instead it came out high and squeaking. “Men we’re patrolling today. The Marines will be leading squads around the perimeter. We don’t expect any trouble, but you never know. Stay sharp and pay attention.” The six Marines stood behind the platoon with their arms crossed. “Break up into squads. I want third and fourth squads out first. We’ll swap the whole thing around midday when they return.” He thought he should say more, maybe something to ease any nerves, but instead he put his arms behind his back and nodded, “Good luck, stay sharp.”
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Milo and Carver stood in front of their squads. The men had their weapons slung. Carver and Milo gripped they’re Thompson’s the stubby barrels pointing at the sky. The Marines sauntered over and stood in front.

      Corporal Phinney went to Sergeant Carver. “I’ll take you guys out along with Private Flynn,” he indicated a tall skinny Marine with one of the longest necks Sergeant Carver had ever seen. “And Private Skinner, PFC Stanton, and Private Watkins,” The Marines looked bored, not happy with their assignment. With the three Marines, the squad would have thirteen men.

      Sergeant Carver nodded and turned to face the men. “The Marines have been on this hill awhile and know the surrounding area. This is not a combat patrol, we’re only getting the lay of the land, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t Japs out there. The battle was only a couple of days ago; there could be wounded or even snipers. Stay alert and keep your interval just like training.”

      He turned back to Phinney, “lead on, Corporal.”

      Phinney unslung his M1 and moved off the top of the hill and past the command bunker. The squad made their way around the bomb craters and foxholes. The slope was gentle all the way to the bottom. The ground was littered with splintered wood and jungle debris. As they neared the bottom, they came across more rotting Japanese. They’d been there a long time and were now more a part of the jungle floor than the human race.

      As the jungle closed around them, they slowed and spread out. Corporal Phinney went into a crouch keeping his weapon at the ready. The other five Marines watched the trees for movement. Sergeant Carver noticed and did the same. He was the ranking man; Lieutenant Swan would be heading out on the evening patrol.

      The jungle pressed closer and closer the deeper they went. After twenty minutes they were slowed to a shuffle. Corporal Phinney stopped and motioned Sergeant Carver forward. He stood beside him, and Phinney said, “The east-west trail’s just in front of us. It’s the most used trail, by them and us. We’ll patrol along it a quarter mile to give you a feel for it.”

      Sergeant Carver nodded and signaled the men to move forward. They pushed through the impenetrable green and came out onto a relatively open space. There was a trail running through the center of the greenery. Carver immediately felt exposed. He searched the area for anything out of the ordinary. He swept the area with his Thompson. Corporal Phinney said, “We’ll move up either side. We’re definitely in Indian country, but they took a beating the other day and are probably off licking their wounds.”

      Carver nodded and waved them forward. The men moved slowly getting the feel of the jungle they’d be living and fighting in for the foreseeable future.

      They’d gone an eighth of a mile when there was a sharp crack, and Private Bennett yelled out and fell to the ground. The men dove to the ground. Corporal Phinney yelled, “Sniper!” Another crack and a bullet slammed into the ground beside Phinney. He low crawled to his right finding cover behind a downed palm tree.

      The green troops fired. The din of fire was deafening and despite Sergeant Carver yelling “Cease fire,” it continued, unabated. The jungle shredded in front of them as bullets tore into the greenery.

      Sergeant Carver scanned, but with all the bullets flying he couldn’t tell where the sniper was hiding. When he started hearing the distinctive “ping’s” of M1 clips running out, he yelled again, “Cease fire, goddamit! Cease fire!” The shooting stopped and Private Bennett’s agonized screams filled the void.

      Another crack and someone near the back of the two squads yelled out in panic, “I, I’m hit, I’m hit!”

      Corporal Phinney and Sergeant Carver made eye contact. Carver said, “See him?” Phinney shook his head. “I’m coming to you, watch for the shot.” Phinney nodded and leaned out from behind his cover, bringing his rifle to his shoulder. Carver took a deep breath what the hell am I doing? He jumped up and ran the ten steps and leaped for cover. He felt the bullet graze past his head the same time he heard the shot. He crashed into the jungle behind Corporal Phinney.

      He heard Phinney’s rifle bark three times. “Got you, you sneaky slant-eyed shit.”

      Carver rolled up and pulled his helmet off. There was a crease across the side. He put it back on and felt goosebumps spread across his body. The sound of Bennett and the other wounded soldier brought him back to the present. “Stay down, watch for more. Get a medic to the wounded.” He saw the medic, Corporal Dawkins jump up and weave back and forth like a football running back. He dove next to the BAR man and went to work. There were no more shots.

      The men spread out in a perimeter protecting the medic as he worked. Private Bennett was hit in the upper right chest. His chest bubbled red from his punctured lung. He gasped for breath his eyes darting side to side looking for relief from the pain. Corporal Dawkins pulled his bandages out and pressed them against the wound. The sucking sound stopped, and he secured the bandage, wrapping it tightly around the big man’s chest. The bullet hadn’t passed through his body, so there wasn’t an exit wound.

      Dawkins laid him on his back and called to a nearby soldier. “Come here and keep pressure on the wound. I need to check the other man.”

      The soldier, Private Denn kneeled over Bennett. Denn’s face was white as a sheet as he took in the scene. He’d never seen so much blood. He froze in place. Dawkins grabbed his hands and forced them onto the bloody bandages. “Hold pressure. Don’t release it for anything. He’s got a collapsed lung, gotta keep pressure so he can breathe…got it?” When there was no response, Dawkins yelled, “Got it!”

      Private Denn snapped out of it and nodded, “Yeah, yeah, I’ve got it. Go help the other guy.”

      Corporal Dawkins ran off and slid next to Private First Class Henry. Henry laid on his back, his belly was open, and his guts were visible. “Jesus Christ.” There was a ring of crouched soldiers around him, guns pointing outward but they couldn’t help looking at PFC Henry’s still body. Dawkins felt for a pulse and listened for breathing, but there was nothing. Private First Class Henry from Wilmington North Dakota was gone. “Shit,” he said. He ran back to Private Bennett. A group of men watched the struggling soldier.

      Sergeant Carver yelled, “Corporal Phinney, lead two men back and get two stretchers.” Phinney nodded and grabbed two Marines. Carver said, “The rest of you watch for more Japs. We’ll move out soon.”

      Sergeant Carver pointed at Private Willy, then the remains of Private Henry. “Wrap him in your poncho. Use your rope to tie him in tight. You and Denn take him back.”

      Private Willy cursed under his breath as he pulled out his poncho, “Gonna get guts and blood all over my new poncho.” He shook his head as kneeled beside the gray face of Private Henry.
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      The evening patrol went better than the first. There were no enemy encounters. Lieutenant Swan and Sergeant Milo got a good idea about the terrain surrounding Hill 260.

      Upon their return, Lieutenant Swan thanked the Marines for their help. Corporal Phinney found Sergeant Carver before leaving. “Wanted to wish you dogfaces luck. I don’t usually give a rat’s ass for grunts and yesterdays cluster fuck didn’t help my attitude, but you guys’ll do alright out here. You’re not Marines, but your men move well and besides some fire discipline issues. Well, they’ll come around.”

      Sergeant Carver wasn’t sure if he should ring the cocky Marine’s neck or thank him, so he scowled. “Don’t recall asking for your opinion, Corporal.” He emphasized his rank.

      Corporal Phinney held up his hands in surrender. “Don’t mean nothing by it. I’m glad to be leaving this hill. It’s too exposed and too easily cut off. I don’t envy your job, but I think you and your men are up to it.”

      Carver shoved a half chewed cigar into the side of his mouth. “Course we’re up to the job. Now get the hell outta here before I ring your scrawny neck.”

      He leaned into the Corporal who smiled and turned to leave. “Sorry about your man. How’s that big fella, Bennett?”

      “He’s stable. You’ll be escorting him and the medics back to the beach. You can ask him yourself.” Corporal Phinney nodded and waved goodbye.

      Corporal O’Connor came up beside Sergeant Carver. “Why didn’t you kick that cocky son-of-a-bitches ass?”

      Carver spit a piece of tobacco onto the ground. “He killed the sniper that nearly punched my ticket this morning.” He took off his helmet and showed the crease where the bullet had nearly killed him. O’Connor let out a whistle and went back to cleaning his M1.
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        * * *

      

      Just before nightfall, Lieutenant Swan called the sergeants and corporals into the bunker. The air inside felt like an oven, and the smell of rot and men in need of showers could make a man gag. Lieutenant Swan stood over a table with the same map he’d had out before. He had a red x marking the spot where they’d encountered the sniper.

      “Good job today men. I know we lost two good men.” His voice cracked, “But I’m proud of the way you handled it. Getting Bennett and Henry out of there without more casualties is a testament to your skill.” He looked up from the map. His eyes went from sad to hard like a light switch had been turned on. “Those men didn’t die in vain, and we’ll avenge them.” Lieutenant Swan’s eyes went to each of them. Sergeant Carver had never seen his lieutenant look so angry. The timid soldier had disappeared, replaced by a man who wanted vengeance. It made him nervous.

      Lieutenant Swan smashed his finger on the red x. “This is where the sniper was that got our guys. At 2300 I’m sending out a squad to set up an ambush in that spot. You’ll stay until noon then return here.” The men looked at one another; this wasn’t a tactic they’d ever done in real life. They’d trained for it, but even on Guadalcanal setting and springing ambushes wasn’t something they’d done. Swan, sensing their apprehension asked, “Questions?”

      Sergeant Carver asked. “Sir, we just got here, the men barely know where they’re sleeping. Do you think tonight is a good time?”

      Swan paced, “The men are fine. We need to make our presence known. The Japs need to know were not standing by letting them make all the moves. I want to make them pay for sneaking in snipers.”

      Carver nodded, not agreeing but knowing he wasn’t going to change his mind. “What about support if the shit hits the fan?”

      “I’ve already plotted the coordinates for our mortar team, and I’ve alerted base of my intentions and have set up artillery coordinates.” He leaned forward and with his pencil, marked spots in front of the red x. “This is fire-mission Albert, this one’s fire-mission Zulu. I’ll only bring in the heavy stuff if you encounter a sizable force. A squad or two, we’ll deal with ourselves.”

      Carver crossed his arms. “Who’s going, sir?”

      “I want you and third squad out there. Take Corporal O’Connor too.” He looked at the two men whose faces were masks of stony silence. “Chances are you won’t encounter anything, but if the Japs come to pick up their dead sniper or insert another one, we’ll be ready and take them out. Understood?”

      The men snapped to attention and saluted, “Yes sir.”

      “Inform your men and get some chow and some shuteye. There’s no guard duty for third squad tonight. I’ll be there to see you off.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sergeant Carver couldn’t sleep. After the men had eaten, he gathered them and made sure their weapons were clean, and they had plenty of ammo. He went over their gear making sure there was nothing shiny and nothing that would make noise as they moved through the jungle. The men acted subdued getting used to the fact that they’d soon be beyond the immediate safety of their comrades.

      “I know this is a sudden and unexpected mission, but we trained for it. When we get to the trail, we’ll set up the ambush, with the thirty caliber as the crux.

      “The LT isn’t expecting trouble, but you never know. If Japs come into the area we’ll wait until the majority are in the kill box. No one shoots until I give the command. No one shoots until I do…understand?” The men responded, “yessir,” in unison. “I don’t want the fire discipline breakdown like we had last night. We’re better than that. Let’s be professional out there.”

      He dismissed them. Everyone went off to their holes or bunkers to try to sleep through jitters. O’Connor stayed back and when the men were gone said, “Do you think this is a good idea, Sarge?”

      Carver watched the squad leave and shook his head. “We’re gonna have to be on our toes. This isn’t our mission. The men know how to set up and execute it, but these are front line troops. We’re not guerrillas.” O’Connor raised a red eyebrow. “Well, not really. You and I have been out there, but most of these men are green as grass. I don’t trust ‘em not to open fire if they hear so much as a monkey howl.”

      O’Connor nodded. “Well if someone does open up, we’ll have to end the mission. Can’t risk staying out there once we’re compromised.”

      Sergeant Carver grinned, “then we’d have to come back here hours before our guys will be expecting us and probably get shot up by our troops.” He shook his head, “I don’t like it one bit. What’s gotten into the LT?”

      Sergeant Milo had been standing in the back of the group. He heard Carver’s question. He stepped forward. “I was here when Lieutenant Swan saw Bennett and Henry come out of the jungle. His face went white like he’d seen a ghost or something. He looked physically ill. Thought for sure he’d lose his lunch any second. Then something happened. I don’t know what, but suddenly he changed.” Milo looked down at his boots remembering. “It was like he aged twenty years in two seconds. He went from white to red, and his eyes went from teary to hard as stone.”

      He looked from Carver to O’Connor. He’d been through the hell of Guadalcanal with them. He’d seen men die and killed plenty himself. He’d seen both these men kill, sometimes with their bare hands. He’d also seen them mourn many fallen friends and comrades. “I’ve seen it before. The lieutenant wants revenge. He took those two casualties personally, and he wants payback.”

      Sergeant Carver nodded. “That’s what it seems like to me, but this is no place for personal vendettas.”
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        * * *

      

      The top of Hill 260 was pitch dark. There was cloud cover, and it looked like it might rain. True to his word Lieutenant Swan was there to see them off. He spoke quietly to Sergeant Carver and Corporal O’Connor. His attitude seemed to have mellowed with the darkness. “I want you to be careful out there. If you see anything that seems out of place, don’t push. Use your judgment and good sense.”

      Carver gritted his teeth. Now that this shit is real he’s losing his nerve. “Yes, sir. As careful as we can be considering were patrolling in enemy territory.”

      Lieutenant Swan nodded, “Good luck, Sergeant.” He stepped aside, and Carver led the fourteen man squad down the slope. As they passed the other platoon members in their holes, they nodded, wishing them luck. They were happy they weren’t going with them.

      When they entered the jungle line, it seemed like the blackness swallowed them. To Corporal O’Connor it seemed they’d entered a nightmare of vines, snakes, and insects. Sweat wet his shirt making him sticky. He wanted to scratch every inch of his body. Even though he’d been in the tropics almost two years, his fair skin never adjusted. His skin had burned countless times, but instead of becoming dark tan like Sergeant Carver, he only turned deeper shades of red.

      They moved at a snail’s pace. O’Connor was on point, as usual, his upbringing in the Oregon woods had groomed him perfectly for the job. He took careful steps in the unfamiliar jungle, trying to come to terms with the wildness all around him.

      Every forest was slightly different, and the same held true for jungles. The jungle on Guadalcanal had become like a second home to him, then the more paradise like jungles of Fiji had become the same, and now he was in another jungle and felt like a visitor from another planet.

      Things were the same, but there were differences. The night birds were different, the soft eerie glow of Mount Bagana, was different, even the soft ground felt different. O’Connor used every sense trying to come to terms with the newness. His progress was slow.

      It took almost two hours to travel less than a quarter mile, but they arrived safely and quietly. Corporal O’Connor stopped at the point where the sniper had killed Henry and sent Bennett home with a sucking chest wound. He crouched and heard Sergeant Carver come up beside him. He put a hand on O’Connor’s shoulder. He nodded, indicating he agreed they were in the correct position.

      Carver signaled to the men, and they silently spread out. Sergeant Carver helped the two men with the thirty caliber find and set up in a spot with good cover and a clear shot down the trail. It took only minutes for the rest of the men to set up.

      O’Connor put himself in the center of the ambush next to Private Willy and Denn. Private Willy had been with the 164th Regiment since they landed on Guadalcanal. He was a veteran who’d seen as much combat as O’Connor and Carver. Private Denn, on the other hand, was a replacement. He’d joined the regiment on Fiji. He’d proved himself a good soldier but he was still young and green, and O’Connor wanted to stay close to him in case he decided to shoot at ghosts and give away their position.

      The night seemed to have weight as they laid there waiting for something to happen. They’d been keyed up when they first arrived, but after an hour, the newness and even some of the terror had worn off. Some of the men’s eyes were getting heavy.

      O’Connor noticed Private Denn start to nod off and he nudged him in the ribs. He leaned close and whispered in his ear, “It’s a dereliction of duty to fall asleep during an ambush.”

      Private Denn jolted and repositioned himself. “What’s that word mean?”

      “It means I’ll kick your skinny ass if you fall asleep out here. Stay alert.”

      The jungle went quiet then suddenly the sky opened up like a faucet, and within seconds every member of the squad was soaked. They scrambled to open their packs and pulled out ponchos. O’Connor shivered despite having been in a lathering sweat only a minute before. This is a damned cluster-fuck.

      The rain hammered them for an hour then tapered to a slow soaking drizzle. The ground beneath their prone bodies started to feel more like a marsh than ground, and they slowly sank into the stink.

      The ponchos kept most of the water out, but they also kept the wetness and heat trapped inside creating a mini-weather system. Instead of shivering they were now sweltering. O’Connor felt like he was being broiled alive.

      Staying alert and vigilant was difficult. The darkness and the rain made it impossible to see more than a few feet in front of them. O’Connor thought a whole company of Japs could be walking by them and unless they stepped on him, he’d never know. He glanced over at Private Denn. His eyes were drooping, and he was trying his best to stay awake, but it looked like a losing battle. He decided to let it slide. One more set of eyes in this gloom wouldn’t help much. At least someone should get some shuteye.

      Fifteen minutes later the rain stopped, and the only sound was the dripping of water off palm fronds. Even the animals hadn’t come out from cover, the night was quiet and calm. O’Connor thought it beautiful the way the jungle seemed to cleanse itself. Slowly, one by one, sounds of insects, then animals started to come alive again.

      He strained to see into the night. Without the rain, he could make out shapes twenty yards down the trail, trees, and thick foliage. The trail itself seemed to glisten with a slight sheen of wetness. He glanced at Denn, who was obviously asleep. He looked to Private Willy on his other side. It was hard to see his eyes, he had his helmet and poncho pulled so far down, but he figured the veteran was aware, if not wholly awake.

      He was about to nudge him when he heard a different sound, a splash, like a boot in water. He saw Private Willy tense and his head moved to look down the trail, towards the sound. O’Connor followed his gaze, moving his head slow, careful not to attract attention.

      As far as he could see down the trail, there was nothing new. Then a black shape appeared, stepping onto the shimmering path. O’Connor knew it was an enemy soldier and he was only twenty yards away moving towards him. He brought his M1 to his shoulder and put the iron sights where he thought the man’s chest should be. He licked his lips in anticipation.

      Sergeant Carver was off to his left and further forward, near the thirty caliber machine gun. He knew the old veteran would be lining up his shot, keeping the nervous machine gun crew from firing too early. O’Connor kept his sights on the front soldier, but out of the corner of his eye tried to count how many more soldiers stepped onto the trail.

      He figured he’d seen at least ten when the night erupted in sound and fire. Long tongues of flame lanced out from the thirty caliber, sending tracer fire into the Japanese soldiers at almost point blank range. The man in O’Connor’s sights was no longer there, blown down with withering fire but he fired on the spot anyway, knowing there were more soldiers behind him. His eyes burned from the sudden light show. He couldn’t see targets, only blurry outlines of darting soldiers. He shot at them until he couldn’t find anymore.

      The firing all around him continued. Private Denn had woken from his slumber and was waving his rifle around with wild eyes. O’Connor reached out and grabbed the weapon, keeping it from swinging into friendly troops. It took only a second for Denn to get control of himself. He ripped the gun from O’Connor’s grasp and looked at him with saucer eyes. O’Connor didn’t think the human eye could have so much white.

      He heard Sergeant Carver yelling, “Cease fire! Cease fire!” The men got control of themselves, and the onslaught of sound and fire stopped.

      The night’s darkness swept back in shutting out the light like a thick blanket covering a candle’s delicate flame. The night sounds were absent, but all the men could hear was the ringing in their ears. The first sound Corporal O’Connor heard was the moaning of a wounded enemy soldier. He hadn’t heard the sound since Guadalcanal where it had been as common as the rain. That sound, a dying man, was as unique to combat as crying babies were to nurseries. O’Connor suppressed a chill running up his spine as he reacquainted himself with the ugliness of his job.

      He gave Private Denn a scathing look which he doubted he could see. He went to his knees holding his M1 at the ready. He’d instinctively closed one eye when the shooting started preserving some of his night vision. He could see blobs in the darkness covering the trail. He stood and looked where he knew the rest of the squad were still prone. He could see the dim orange outline of the thirty caliber’s hot barrel. It looked like a branding iron.

      He stepped forward. “I’m checking the bodies, nobody shoot.” He didn’t wait for a response. He went to the first body and kicked them onto their back, ready to shoot if he was alive. He’d learned not to trust dead Japanese soldiers until he’d proved they were really dead. He’d seen too many GIs blown up by Japs playing possum. This one was obviously not faking. There was nothing but glistening gray matter where his face should have been. The next man was dead too, riddled with bullets that had severed one leg at the knee.

      The third man was the wounded soldier. O’Connor bent down to get a closer look. The man was facing upright. He could see both his hands were at his sides and they were empty. The Japanese soldier was swallowing over and over like he couldn’t get his throat wet. His mouth opened and closed making him seem to be gulping air like it was food. O’Connor stepped back and aimed at the man’s head. The soldier stared into the muzzle of his death. When O’Connor hesitated, the man looked him in the eye and gave a slight nod. O’Connor’s M1 jumped in his hand, and the thirty caliber round put a neat hole in the soldier’s head, ending his misery.

      O’Connor hadn’t noticed Private Denn beside him and flinched when he squawked, “What’d you do that for? You murdered him.”

      He turned to the young private and in a menacing voice said, “He was suffering.”

      Private Denn didn’t notice the menace in O’Connor’s voice and continued. “He’s not a dog; he’s a human being. You killed him in cold blood. You’re a murderer!”

      O’Connor moved in a flash, smashing his left fist into Private Denn’s jaw. He went down hard, and O’Connor jumped onto his chest pinning him there. He leaned close, nose to nose. “If things were reversed and that was you down there they’d be cutting your balls off about now. Then they’d cut off your pathetic little cock and shove it down your throat until you choked.” He let his words sink in. He leaned back a few inches. “I’ve seen it myself, so shut the fuck up until you’ve been around longer than a few days.” He pushed off Denn’s chest and went to the next dead soldier.

      Private Denn laid in the mud as the adrenaline from the ambush washed over him in waves. He felt sick to his stomach, and he rolled onto his knees and puked. Hot tears came to his eyes, and before he could stop, he was sobbing.

      Sergeant Carver was beside him. Without leaning down he said, “Get off your knees and clean yourself up, boy. You’re not sucking on momma’s tits anymore. This is the real deal and make no mistake.”
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      Carver was proud of the way his men had handled themselves during the ambush. They’d waited for his order to open fire, and they’d ceased fire when ordered. He wasn’t able to see the men in the dark, but he could hear their excited whispers as they went over the battle amongst themselves.

      They’d retreated to Hill 260 after the ambush, not wanting to stick around the area in case there was a larger force nearby. The rest of second platoon had heard the brief firefight from their positions on the hill and were confident it was the GIs guns they’d heard, so were ready for the squad to return early. Coming back through the lines had gone off without a hitch, and the men were sitting around waiting for the debrief.

      The jungle was lightening as dawn approached. Lieutenant Swan came out of the bunker and addressed the squad. “Good job, men.” He paced with his arms clasped behind his back. Sergeant Carver thought he looked like a kid play-acting at war. “The Japanese felt our presence and won’t be inserting snipers anytime soon.”

      Carver folded his arms across his chest. Doubt one ambush will deter those sons-of-bitches.

      “You men rest until this evening. Get some chow and some sleep. Once again, good job.” He gestured to Sergeant Carver and Corporal O’Connor to follow him into the command bunker.

      He leaned over the map and put his finger on the spot of the ambush. “This seems to be a hot spot. Any reason either of you can see?”

      Sergeant Carver spoke. “Other than it being the main trail into and out of here, no.”

      Swan continued. “And you didn’t find anything on the bodies?” he looked at Corporal O’Connor who’d searched the Japanese soldiers.

      “Just the normal shit, sir. You know, pictures of family, girlfriends, that sort of thing. The highest rank I saw was a sergeant, but I’m sure some got away, sir.”

      Carver continued. “They were armed with Arisaka rifles. One guy had one of those knee mortars. We put it all in a hole and blew it with a grenade, sir.”

      Lieutenant Swan unfolded the rest of the map showing the entire island. He pointed to their beachhead on the western shore almost in the center of Bougainville. “The question is: where are the Japs coming from? There’s no roads, only overgrown dirt tracks, yet they continue to attack us in force and fire artillery from the hills around us onto our airfields and beach.” He pointed to the southern end of the map. “The main Jap force is here at Buin,” he moved his finger to the northern end, “And here at Buka. That’s a hell of a long journey on foot with heavy equipment.” He put his hands behind his back and paced. “I know the Nips are sneaky and resilient, but it seems like they’re getting to us too easily. There has to be a road somewhere, some jumping off point to get close with those heavy guns and troops.”

      Sergeant Carver didn’t like where this was going. “Sir, haven’t they landed men and supplies onto the beaches north and south of here?”

      Swan nodded, “they did that successfully once and attacked the Marines by surprise. From what I hear they had a hard fight. But that was months ago and every attempt since, at least as far as we know, has been stopped by our Navy.

      “Those PT boats patrol the area constantly, and they’ve run off more than one ship trying to get in close, presumably to offload troops.” He shook his head. “I think something else is happening. I think they’re building roads and the thick jungle doesn’t allow our air forces to see them building.”

      Sergeant Carver and Corporal O’Connor looked at one another with grim faces, knowing what was coming.

      “We need to have eyes on the ground out there. We need to find out how the Japs are getting to us and stop it. Once we locate the road we can attack it by air and artillery and cut off the artery that’s feeding their troops.”

      Silence filled the bunker as Lieutenant Swan looked at Carver. Finally Sergeant Carver broke the silence. “You want a patrol to find this road, sir? A patrol from Hill 260?”

      He nodded. “We can work out the details later, but yes. I want an experienced patrol out there with eyes on the Japs.” Carver and O’Connor stared into the lieutenant’s eyes. He continued, “I want you two to lead the patrol. You’re the most qualified with your experiences on Guadalcanal. You can pick whatever men you think you need, whatever equipment. I’ll leave the specifics up to you.”

      Sergeant Carver intensified his stare, drilling holes. “When you want this to happen, sir?”

      Lieutenant Swan looked at the floor then back at Carver. “Sooner the better. I don’t like not knowing where the enemy is. The sooner we know, the better we can stop another attack and save American lives.” Carver stared, wanting a more specific answer. Swan shrugged. “In a couple of days at the earliest. You men need rest, and we’ll need to come up with a plan and a list of men you want with you. You can take whoever you want from the platoon. We’re getting first platoon from Baker Company tomorrow. I’m thinking a squad-sized force of twelve men?”

      Sergeant Carver asked, “You asking or telling, sir?”

      “I’m asking your opinion. Isn’t that about the size of the force you took behind the lines at Guadalcanal?”

      Carver gritted his teeth, remembering the ill-fated mission. He’d started with twelve men and ended with two, just himself and Corporal O’Connor made it out alive. Sergeant Carver nodded. “We had twelve men, but we lost most of them, sir.” He put his hands behind his back and asked, “Permission to speak freely, sir?” Lieutenant Swan nodded. “The mission on the Canal was a complete cluster-fuck. Sending us behind enemy lines is a good way to get good men killed. We only pulled that mission off by sheer luck, and even then we had over a ninety percent casualty rate. Why doesn’t Regiment send out a large force if they’re so bent on finding the Jap road?”

      Carver knew he was pushing it questioning orders, but he hoped he had a good enough rapport with the young Lieutenant to get away with it. Lieutenant Swan’s face turned a shade of red. “I haven’t passed this by Regiment.” Sergeant Carver exchanged a look with Corporal O’Connor who sneered back. Before Carver could speak, the lieutenant continued. “I have orders to hold this hill any way I see fit.” He started pacing again. “If I can find the Jap’s supply routes I can stop them from attacking.”

      Sergeant Carver stared, stunned at the news. “Are you telling me we’ll be out on our own without even the support of the Regiment?”

      Swan’s face went from red to pale. “You’ll have any support you need. You’ll be in radio contact with me the whole time. If you need artillery support or air cover, you can relay it to me, and I’ll pass it along.”

      Carver frowned. “Radios don’t work too well from the top of this here hill, let alone down there in the jungle. It’s thick, thicker than any I’ve ever seen.”

      Despite his pale features and obvious discomfort, The lieutenant stuck to his orders. “You’ve faced adversity before, Sergeant. I’m sure you’re the man for the job. You and Corporal O’Connor. I want it done. It’s,” he braced himself like he was getting ready for an ocean wave to slam into him. “It’s an order.”

      Sergeant Carver’s spine stiffened as he threw up his hand in a tight salute. Corporal O’Connor was slower and not as stiff, but he saluted as well.

      “Get some rest; I’ll have a search area mapped out for you by tomorrow. I’ve got some ideas about where I think the roads probably are.” He returned their salutes and bent over the map.

      Carver and O’Connor turned and left the bunker. When they were out of earshot, O’Connor said, “This shit’s starting to become a habit.”

      Carver snorted, “Yeah a bad habit. I don’t like it, not one bit. Maybe he’ll come to his senses after we’ve been here a day or two.”

      O’Connor shook his head, “Doubt it. He’s got one successful mission under his belt; now he thinks he’s goddamned MacArthur.”
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      The two days Lieutenant Swan had given Sergeant Carver to assemble his patrol members passed. Carver kept it simple, choosing men from his platoon. He’d picked as many seasoned soldiers as he could, but was forced to use some green troopers. He felt he had a strong mix. The green troopers were solid soldiers. He’d trained with them on Fiji, but he had no idea how they’d react when the bullets started flying. Some had been on the ambush patrol, but that was an unfair fight.

      Including himself and O’Connor he had twelve men picked out. They stood around awaiting orders to move off the hill. Lieutenant Swan stood before them. He pulled Sergeant Carver aside. “Remember, if you run into trouble it’s okay to come back without finding the road. I want you back here no more than four days from now. You’ll run out of food after that.”

      Sergeant Carver clenched his teeth making his jawline ripple. He nodded, “Yessir.” The lieutenant nodded at the men and disappeared back into the bunker.

      Corporal O’Connor had heard the exchange. “What’s he mean, run into trouble?” he shook his head as he stared at the entrance to the bunker. “He wants it both ways. Wants us to complete the mission, but also doesn’t want any more casualties on his conscience.”

      Sergeant Carver normally wouldn’t allow a soldier to badmouth an officer, but he and O’Connor had a long history. He spit and said, “Yeah, when the chips are down, he’s losing his nerve.”

      Carver turned to the men who were sweating in the evening sun. “All right, make sure your gear’s good and tight, nothing dangling, nothing making noise. Two full canteens, full ammo load.”

      He found Private First Class Timothy with the bulky radio on his back. He pointed at him, “You stay close with that radio, never more than a few feet.” Timothy was green, but he’d performed well in training and was a magician with the radio. PFC Timothy nodded. “I want Corporal O’Connor on point.”

      The men marched down the side of the hill and entered the jungle. The platoon had thinned out the jungle in front of the hill for a better field of fire, but it was still thick.

      Once off the hill, the ground softened, and soon their feet were caked with a heavy layer of mud. Each step was difficult; their legs burdened with the extra weight. Carver tried to avoid the mud holes from the previous men’s feet, but it hardly mattered. Anywhere he stepped he sank up to his ankle. It was impossible to move quietly with all the sucking and slurping sounds.

      They walked until the evening turned to darkness. They were exhausted and had travelled less than two miles. Corporal O’Connor found themselves a dry spot amongst an assortment of volcanic boulders. It was better than sitting in the mud, but the pointed rocks weren’t comfortable by any means.

      Sergeant Carver set out security, each man taking two hour watches. Carver hoped leaving Hill 260 from the side would make it more unlikely for a Japanese patrol to find their trail. If they did, it would lead directly to them. Even as tired as they all were, few slept well.
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      With dawn still an hour away, the men were up eating a light breakfast of K-rations and getting ready for another grueling day of patrolling.

      Sergeant Carver put his poncho over his head and with a red lensed flashlight found their position on the map. They’d recently gotten new maps from G2 which were much more accurate than anything they’d previously had. He found the closest area Lieutenant Swan wanted them to reconnoiter. It was another three miles due north to the base of the Crown Prince Range where a steep canyon cut into the nine thousand foot peaks. Judging by their slow progress thus far, he figured they’d reach it by the evening. He wasn’t going to push the patrol and end up walking into the middle of a Japanese patrol.

      He showed Corporal O’Connor the route he thought they should take, not direct but following a small spine that looked to be off the muddy jungle floor by a few yards. O’Connor thought he could find it and turned to get his gear together. He’d tried to sleep on the outer edge of the rocks. He’d found a comfortable spot but only got a few hours of sleep. He never slept well on an overnight patrol.

      He was rolling his poncho when he heard something out of place in the jungle. He froze, his senses going into overdrive. He couldn’t place what he’d heard, but he strained to hear it again. He was about to chalk it up to nerves when he heard a dull sucking sound, like a boot being slowly pulled from mud.

      He knew none of his squad would move that far away to take a shit. Someone was out there. Keeping low and making sure he made no noise he scampered back to Carver’s side. “There’s something out there following our trail. They’re close, maybe thirty yards.”

      Carver trusted O’Connor and didn’t hesitate. “Tell the men; we engage as they approach. It’s too late to leave this cover.” Carver moved to PFC Timothy and got on the radio. He needed to get fire support in case things got out of hand.

      O’Connor nodded and told the first man he found to pass along the order. He went back to his spot and laid out two clips and two grenades and set them on the rock beside him. He heard movement to his right and was relieved to see PFC Willy aiming his M1 into the night. They’d need his shooting skills if this were anything more than a few men.

      The darkness was giving way to light, but the jungle was dense to O’Connor’s front. He’d only have a second to see and kill an enemy soldier before they’d be on top of him. He wished he had a Thompson like Sergeant Carver’s, for this close in fighting. What you lost in accuracy you gained in fire suppression and the pure havoc the .45 caliber bullets created.

      He took a deep breath and let it out, listening. He thought he heard another squelch of a muddy step. They were just a few yards away. It would happen any second. He pulled the rifle tight to his shoulder and looked over the sights. The seconds passed like cooling lava meandering down the side of Mt. Bagana. Then there was a sudden yell. It startled him nearly causing his bowels to loosen.

      The empty jungle suddenly was full of targets bursting forth only feet away. O’Connor didn’t need to use the sights, he fired point blank into the nearest man then shifted to the next and the next.

      Willy’s M1 barked as he swept the gun across the front. Every man was firing as fast as they could pull the trigger, but the enemy had gotten too close. They’d be amongst the rocks in seconds.

      O’Connor’s weapon ‘pinged’ as his clip ran out. Instead of reloading he palmed a grenade pulled the pin, released the handle and threw it into the jungle yelling, “Grenade!” Everyone who heard him instinctively ducked but kept firing. The explosion sounded muffled in the mud and jungle, but the flash from the explosion highlighted Japanese being shredded by shrapnel. In a smooth motion, he hurled his second grenade and palmed another clip into his M1. He waited for the explosion then rose and continued firing at anything that moved.

      He felt, rather than saw movement to his left. There were no friendlies that way. He swung his rifle, but the khaki-clad soldier was too close. The soldier grabbed the M1 and ripped it out of O’Connor’s hand, sending it flying into the jungle. I’ve lost my weapon. The thought enraged him. He’d committed the ultimate sin, the one thing the drill sergeants had pounded into his head over and over, take care of your weapon.

      He pulled the K-bar knife from his belt without consciously thinking to do so. The weapon seemed to appear in his hand.

      The enemy soldier was screaming and thrusting down with the bayonet attached to his Arisaka rifle. O’Connor’s only chance was to attack and get inside the deadly blade’s arc.

      From his crouched position he launched into the Japanese as the blade missed his back by a fraction. He slammed into the soldier like a linebacker leveling a quarterback. At the same time, he brought the K-bar around and plunged it into the soldier’s back. With speed born from adrenaline, he pulled the knife out and thrust it back in over and over until the soldier’s body went limp.

      O’Connor jumped off the body and looked for more targets. There weren’t many left, but they were in amongst the rocks fighting hand to hand. He drew his sidearm, a Webley he’d bought off a Brit in Fiji. It didn’t carry as many rounds as a service .45, but he liked the way it felt in his hand.

      He pulled back the hammer and aimed at a soldier who’d just been pushed back by Private Willy. The soldier was trying to get his balance as he toppled on top of a rock. O’Connor pulled the trigger, and the pistol bucked in his hand. Through the smoke, he could see the hole it created in the back of the Japanese soldier’s back. The soldier spun off the rock and landed at Willy’s feet.

      O’Connor moved forward searching for more targets. The last struggle was happening where he’d left Sergeant Carver. He ran forward with his pistol extended. He couldn’t see what was happening, the struggle was partially hidden by a boulder, but he could tell it wasn’t decided.

      He ran around the boulder at the same time he saw the Japanese soldier falling backward with Sergeant Carver’s K-bar planted in his eye socket. The stricken soldier fell to the ground, smashing his head against a rock. His body convulsed and shook as the life left him. Carver leaned forward and pulled the knife from the man’s eye socket, and the convulsing stopped.

      O’Connor looked around for more enemy soldiers, but all he saw were men breathing hard with wide eyes. He yelled, “Anyone hit?” They were in too much shock to answer. He repeated the question as he scanned the area. Everyone seemed to be okay until he saw the radio man holding his arm and rocking back and forth. Blood seeped between his fingers. “You hit, Timothy?”

      O’Connor holstered his pistol and ran to him. He pulled the white faced Timothy’s hand away and could see a bloody mess of bone and muscle mixed with the green of his uniform. Carver saw the wound and called the medic. “Dawkins, we need a medic!”

      Corporal Dawkins came around the corner his M1 still smoking. He dropped it and pulled out his medical kit as he looked at the wound. “Cut his sleeve off so I can see it,” he said as he pulled out bandages and an ampule of morphine. O’Connor drew his K-bar which was still dark red and sticky with blood. He cut away Timothy’s sleeve.

      Dawkins was about to stick the morphine into his arm when Carver stopped him. “Hold off on the morphine, Doc. We gotta get the hell outta here in a hurry.”

      He stepped in front of his radio man’s face and tilted his chin so he was staring him in the eye. “We can’t carry you, Private. You have to walk, or we’ll never make it out of here. The morphine will put you into la-la land, and you won’t be able to walk, okay?” when he got no response Carver slapped him across the cheek. The slap focused his eyes. “You understand? You’ve gotta stay with us until we get to a more secure area. The Japs’ll be all over us after the ruckus we just made.” Timothy nodded and slurred through the pain. “I’m okay, Sarge. I can make it.”

      Carver nodded. “I know you can. Doc’ll slap a bandage on you, we’ll give the radio to Private Willy, and we’ll get the fuck outta here.”

      Sergeant Carver backed away to allow Corporal Dawkins to work. Private Willy was already hefting the radio. The contents of his pack were divvied up to the rest of the men, and they were ready to move inside of ten minutes.

      O’Connor asked, “Where we going Sarge?”

      Carver checked his Thompson’s magazine and slapped it into place. “I’d say this qualifies as, ‘running into trouble.’ We’re getting our asses back to Hill 260.”
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      Sergeant Carver didn’t need to tell the men they had to hurry. They knew any Japanese troops within hearing distance would be on them within the hour. “We’ll go east; it looks like the ground is firm. We can cover our tracks easier.” He looked at O’Connor who nodded. Carver looked around for a point man. Normally he would’ve given the job to Private Willy, but he wanted his experienced man in charge of the radio. “I’ll take point until we’re out of the area,” he said.

      Carver moved to the front and took them east along the spur of volcanic rock. He moved fast, jumping from rock to rock, trying to leave no tracks.

      The rocks ran out thirty yards from their bivouac site. He stepped onto the jungle floor. It was hard, like normal ground. He hunched over and moved into the denseness of the jungle.

      He led them due east for what he figured was about a quarter mile. The jungle was dense, but by staying low, they could move through it faster. He stopped and held up his hand. They stopped and pointed their weapons in a defensive posture.

      O’Connor moved through the column until he was beside Sergeant Carver. The sweat on his brow dripped like a faucet. He nodded at Carver. “This seems like a better route. Better than that shitty mess.” He pointed with his thumb the way they’d come in.

      Carver nodded. “I want you to lead us south now. We’ll come up to the east of Hill 260 if we go due south from here.” O’Connor nodded and moved off to the right. Carver let the men move past him until he saw Private Willy, and the radio. He took his place in front of him. Willy nodded, his black eyes unreadable behind his greasy eyebrows. Carver wondered what the man did before the war. Probably a mafia hit-man.

      The image of Willy back at the rocks flashed across his mind. The man had taken on three Japs hand to hand. He’d killed all three with his knife before they knew what hit them. He was the most skilled knife fighter he’d ever seen, above and beyond anything the Army taught.

      The scary thing, was the way he seemed to relish the fight. He’d lick his lips in anticipation like he was getting ready for a turkey dinner. Carver was glad he was on his side but didn’t doubt that if he crossed Willy in peacetime, he’d carve him up the way he did those Japs without a second thought.

      They moved for a half hour before O’Connor stopped, and held up his hand, then signaled to take cover. Like silent snakes, the men lowered themselves prone, and watched and waited. The wounded PFC Timothy was glad for the rest. It was all he could do not to cry out with every jarring step.

      A minute passed. Sergeant Carver trusted O’Connor more than any other man alive. He’d stay down until signaled. O’Connor didn’t spook easily. If he wanted them down, Japs were close.

      Carver could feel insects moving beneath him, edging their way into his pants and shirt front, but he ignored them. He listened for any unnatural sound and soon heard the shuffling of feet through the jungle, then the low murmur of unintelligible voices. He moved only his eyeballs, but couldn’t see the soldiers he knew were there. Suddenly there was a Japanese boot in front of his nose. The distinctive notched toe gave no doubt it belonged to a Japanese infantryman. Carver stopped breathing. He tried to calm his heart, but it felt like it would pound out of his chest. He watched as the boot hesitated. Have they seen me? He thought sure he’d feel a bayonet in his back any second. The boot picked up and stepped forward. The Jap was being quiet, hunting him and his men.

      No more soldiers came that close, but he could hear more passing all around him. When he didn’t sense more, he waited another five minutes. None of his men moved a muscle. O’Connor was the first to move. He faded back to the first man in line, and the signal went back for Carver to come forward.

      He took a deep breath and let it out slow. That was too close. He low crawled forward to O’Connor who seemed unfazed.

      O’Connor grinned, “Thought I was gonna get stepped on.”

      Carver nodded trying not to show his fear. “Guess we got lucky. Take us forward, doubt they’ll be another patrol, but stay focused.”

      O’Connor nodded and turned to take the lead. Sergeant Carver went back to his spot looking each man in the eye. They all looked like they’d seen a ghost. When he got to his spot, Private Willy showed him his knife. He whispered, “If that nip would’ve seen you, I would’ve skewered him, Sarge.” Carver nodded and flashed him the thumbs up. Crazy fucker looks disappointed.
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      They didn’t come across more patrols, but they did see signs of them. There were boot tracks on the muddy ground, and they found a trampled area only a half mile from Hill 260. The area seemed to be swarming with the enemy. Carver marked the spot on his map as a possible artillery target.

      O’Connor took a grenade from Private Willy, who wasn’t happy about it, and set a booby trap. He scraped a small depression in the middle of the clearing, and after pulling the pin placed the grenade with the handle facing up. He reached into his ammo pouch, and pulled out a clip for his M1. He pulled a jungle leaf, and shredded it into strips. When he found the correct sized leaf strand, he threaded it through the M1 clip, then tied a loop at the other end of the strand, and looped it over the handle of the grenade.

      He concealed the grenade, and set the clip on top. The shiny brass of the thirty caliber bullets would catch the eye of anyone coming through, and when they picked up the clip the tension would pull the handle of the grenade, and maim or kill anyone nearby.

      Sergeant Carver wasn’t happy about the delay, but was satisfied with the trap. He recognized it from some they’d seen on Guadalcanal. The Japanese killed and maimed more than a few of his men that way. They’d learned through hard lessons not to pick up strange items that didn’t seem to belong in the jungle.

      When O’Connor finished he picked up his rifle, and as he walked past Carver said, “A little payback.”

      Carver grunted and nodded. O’Connor took point, and they used every bit of caution for the next two hours. The men were tiring when they came to a small clearing, and could see Hill 260 poking up from the jungle floor. It looked like it had gotten a shave from a lazy barber. The sparse trees shredded by artillery looked like stubble. They were still too far away to see their platoon members, but the sight gave them hope that they’d make it back.
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      They entered their perimeter in the same spot they’d left. It heartened Carver when he was stopped and asked the password long before an enemy soldier could’ve caused damage.

      Private Denn sounded scared as he challenged them, but Carver had radioed ahead telling Lt. Swan about his early arrival, and his need of medical care for PFC Timothy, so they were expecting his squad.

      As Carver passed him, he slapped his shoulder, “Good job, Denn. If I were a Jap, I’d be hightailing it out of here.”

      Denn gave him an ‘aw gee’ smile. “Thanks, Sarge.” Sergeant Carver shook his head, and trudged up the hill.

      Their squad was met halfway up by another set of medics who put PFC Timothy onto a stretcher, and walked him the rest of the way.

      Lieutenant Swan was waiting on top; his face went white as he saw the bloody bandage on Timothy’s shoulder. Sergeant Carver gave him a quick salute. “Doc Dawkins says he’ll be fine, but out of action for awhile.”

      Lieutenant Swan got his color back and said, “Get your men settled then brief me in the bunker in ten minutes.”

      Carver said, “Yessir.” He was exhausted, and wanted to lay down and sleep, but the lieutenant wouldn’t wait. He splashed some water on his face, opened a can of spaghetti from a K-rat, and got a few spoonfuls before it was time to debrief.

      Swan was waiting for him inside the dim bunker. It was evening, the sun still a few hours from setting. It was sweltering inside. He wondered how Swan could stand staying in here all the time. There was a radio in the corner manned by a sweating corporal who looked ready to pass out.

      “Ah, Sergeant Carver, come in.” Carver was already inside, and took off his helmet. “Have a seat, and tell me what you found.”

      Instead of sitting, he went to the map on the table. “I’ll retrace our steps for you, sir.” He put his dirty index finger on Hill 260 then found the spot they started. “We left here and went due south for about an eighth of a mile then veered east. When we’d thought we’d gone far enough to line up with the pass we turned north…” he went through the day, describing the mud, the terrain, anything he thought important.

      He compared his map with the rocky bivouac site, and found it on the lieutenant’s map. He told him of the night, and the morning attack. “They found our tracks. A blind man could’ve found us. The mud’s no good.” He relayed the battle, then their run back. He marked the areas they found sign of the enemy, and told him of the booby-trapped camp. He circled an approximation on the map.

      “The long and the short of it, there’s Japs all over the area. I don’t know where they’re coming from, but it’s too dangerous to have patrols out there. We were lucky to get back, sir.”

      Lieutenant Swan nodded, then slammed his hand down on the map, “Dammit!” He shook his head. “I know there’s a road out there, and if we could find it we could seal it off and…” he didn’t finish.

      Carver wondered, “And what, sir?”

      “And hit them before they hit us. We’re hanging in the wind out here. Our main lines are behind us. We’re exposed out here, and the only way to keep from being overrun, is stopping an attack before it happens.” He pointed out the bunker slits at the vast green carpet of jungle. “They’re out there, and all we can do is sit here and wait to get hit. Wait for more men to die.”

      The radio man looked up at Swan then quickly made himself look busy when he caught Sergeant Carver’s scowl.

      He pulled Lt. Swan away a few feet. “You want some advice, sir?” he didn’t wait for a response, “This is war, and in war, men die. That’s an unavoidable fact. Men die. Your men will die. Men you’ve trained with for months, men you like, men you respect. It’s gonna happen again and again, and the only way to deal with it is to accept it. If you try to save everyone, you’ll only get more men killed.”

      Lieutenant Swan looked up at him sharply, and Carver held up his hands. “I’m not saying sending us out to find the enemy road’s a bad idea. In fact, the more I think about it the more I agree with you, but even if we find it, and bomb the hell out them, we’re still gonna lose men.

      “I’ve fought the Japs; they don’t stop until they’re dead, and even then they can be deadly with their goddamned booby-traps.” Lieutenant Swan looked at his boots. Carver put his hand on his shoulder. “You’re doing good, sir, but don’t start over thinking shit.”

      Swan moved to his makeshift desk and sat down. He put his head in his hands and said, “I want to find that road, Sergeant. How we gonna get a patrol past all those Japs? You have anything in mind?”

      Sergeant Carver smiled. “I’ve been thinking about that, and I think I have a solution that just might work.”
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      Purata Island sat off the coast of Empress Augustus Bay beachhead like a tiny pimple. It was mainly used as a holding area for supplies and equipment for the Army Divisions protecting the airfields, but it was also home to the Navy’s venerable PT boats. Eight of the seventy-seven foot, low profile vessels lay at anchor on the southwestern side of the small island.

      Commander Hawkins was the officer in charge of them. He sat hunched over a map of Bougainville Island. Beads of sweat dripped off his nose, and pooled on the map. He was shirtless, as were all the men around him. He slammed his fist down, and in a gruff Texas twang said, “These damned maps are next to useless. We were just here last night,” he punched a spot on the coast to the north of Purata Island, “But this map shows nothing about the bay we found.” He took out his pencil, and drew the small bay he’d discovered. “Guess I’m a damned cartographer now, eh Smitty?” he slugged the man to his right Bosun’s Mate, Smith.

      Smitty grinned, and rubbed his hands together like he was looking at a freshly baked pie. “Yes, sir. That bay’s a perfect spot to lay up and watch for Jap cruisers. We could dart out, hit ‘em with the mark 13s and scurry back before they knew what happened.”

      Commander Hawkins leaned back and stared at him with a sneer. “We haven’t seen a Jap heavy for weeks. We’re barge hunters now. You know that Smitty.”

      Bosun’s Mate Smith looked down, and nodded. “I know. I long for the old days though. Remember the Canal, sir? Darting out to a real target, a cruiser or frigate, putting fish in the water, and watching ‘em run true. Damn, I miss that.”

      “You’ve forgotten more than you remember, Smitty. Half the time those damned torpedos failed to detonate, or ran in circles chasing us out there.”

      Smitty took the few steps to the dock, and put his arm around a Mark 13 torpedo. “Now we’ve got these new fish. That won’t happen anymore. They’re as reliable as the sun.”

      Commander Hawkins guffawed. “Not quite, but damned better than the Mark 8s, that’s for sure. Only problem is, we got no more targets for ‘em”

      Smith lit up, “We should shoot one at the next barge we come across.” He gazed longingly at the torpedo under his arm. “Oh my, I’d sure love to see that.” He lifted his hands, and made a mock explosion sound.

      Commander Hawkins grinned, imagining it. “That would be a sight to see, but getting close enough would be a formidable task. That’s what we have those for.” He gestured at the big 40mm gun on the back, the mounted twin fifty calibers on both sides, and the 20mm gun on the front. “Those babies do plenty damage, and we don’t need to get too close to the little bastards.”

      The welcome addition of the heavy deck guns was made possible by switching out the large Mark 8 torpedos with the smaller and lighter Mark 13s. The firing tubes of the Mark 8s were also switched out for the lighter launching racks, simple devices that dumped the torpedos over the side where they’re engines would kick on, and swim them to target. The mark 13s were smaller, but packed a bigger punch than the mark 8s. Their only drawback was their shorter range.

      Over the past month their mission had changed, forcing them into the different gun configuration. No longer were they hunting the big capital ships of the Imperial Japanese Navy. Indeed, none had been spotted in these waters for weeks. Now their primary objectives were finding and sinking the large force of Japanese barges used to transport men and material to the increasingly cut-off forces on Bougainville.

      At first, they thought the barges were anomalies, something they’d stumbled upon accidentally, but soon they were finding them night after night. Increasingly, they’d become more deadly as the Japanese mounted machine guns, and even mortar tubes.

      “Gather the men, Smitty. We’re going out tonight, and G2 seems to think we’re gonna find some barges.”

      In minutes the open sided thatch hut attached to the dock was clustered with forty men. Most were shirtless, squinting in the midday sun. Some had been sleeping from last night’s mission. Four of the boats had gone out just after dark. Standard operating procedure was to stick together loosely. Typically they’d be within a half mile of one another, checking in every half hour by radio.

      Each boat had three, 12-cylinder Packard engines. They’d proved reliable but in combat conditions, they weren’t serviced as often as they should have been, and crews often found themselves stranded. Often having to use only one engine to get themselves home. Working in teams kept the casualty lists lower.

      Commander Hawkins stood before the men. He’d donned his shirt, which was already soaked through with sweat. “Boats 360, 345, 334 and 423 are patrolling tonight since you had the night off last night. The rest of you don’t need to stick around.”

      He waited as officers and petty officers filed out. When things had settled down, he continued. “G2 thinks the Japs will try to drop troops off barges tonight to the north of us. Seems they had some spotters report movement.

      “We don’t know numbers, but the spotters are on high alert, and will relay any sightings as soon as they see them. Like always, we’ll be johnny on the spot, and intercept and destroy them.” With a bamboo stick, he pointed to the map he’d hung on the back wall of the thatch hut. “Despite what the map shows us, this area has a nice little bay we can use for cover. We’ll patrol the coastline in pairs. If we run into trouble, this will be the rally point. We’ll call it ‘victor.’” The men scribbled on their sheets of paper with nubs of pencils. “We shove off at 1930 hours. Any questions?”

      Lieutenant Mankowitz raised his hand. “We expecting any shore activity in that cove, sir?”

      Commander Hawkins shook his head. “I was there last night with boat 345. It’s unoccupied as of last night, but we’ll use caution when approaching, just in case. We didn’t head far back into it, but it was good deep water, don’t think we need to worry about beaching.” The man sat, and there were no more questions. “Be sure you have a full load of ammunition and top off your tanks. See you at 1930.”
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        * * *

      

      At 1930 the PT boats backed out of their moorings on Purata Island and made their way to deep water. They were side by side; the low profile boats looked menacing in the darkness. Their silhouettes bristled with weapons.

      Once they were in deep water, they opened up the throbbing Packard engines, and the wooden boats accelerated and were on smooth planes within seconds. A PT boat in top condition could make forty knots, but the boats of Squadron 32 were well past their six hundred hour engine overhaul requirement, so were lucky to get thirty knots. They wouldn’t be able to outrun a Japanese cruiser, but aside from that, they were the fastest boat on the water.

      Commander Hawkins had piloted PT boats countless times, but he never failed to feel his pulse pound when he pushed the throttles and felt the boat get up to speed. He could’ve had command of a Cruiser or maybe something bigger, but there was nothing like the exhilaration he felt behind the wheel of a PT boat. They were small but deadly, packing more punch than any surface craft, pound for pound, in the US Navy.

      The traditional navy men looked down on PT boats. To them, they were glorified speed boats. They referred to them derisively as the ‘mosquito navy,’ more a nuisance than a threat. Rather than take offense, the tightly knit crews took to the name with affection. They were small but caused endless irritation and if you were bitten by the wrong mosquito, fatal.

      When they were a mile from Purata Island the commander said, “Signal the others we’ll break into twos from here.”

      The signalman, Gramly, whose five-foot tall frame allowed him to move around the boat like a monkey, said, “Aye aye,” and flash signaled the other boats. Soon PT 345 and PT 360 were in echelon moving closer to the coastline. PT 334 and 423 would stay further out looking for any Japanese naval boats. Commander Hawkins and Lieutenant Mankowitz would be barge hunting.

      An hour passed without any contacts. Commander Hawkins found the cove from the night before. He cut his speed and nosed his way in. His men were ready on the guns. Bosun’s mate Smith was on the rear 40mm cannon, Petty Officer Cutler on the forward 20mm. Smith kept his eyes on the starry night searching for enemy fighters. It was unlikely a fighter would find them at night. The fifty caliber gunner on the starboard side, Seaman Russell, kept his twin muzzles pointed into the jungle.

      Hawkins had been piloting PT boat 345 for two months. He got along well with the crew while maintaining tight discipline. They worked well together. They’d seen plenty of action since getting their base on Pruata Island set up. Hawkins trusted every man with his life.

      The engine was idling as they slipped into the cove. Hawkins turned the boat, bringing the 40mm to bear. Smith shifted his sights and waited for the flash of a rifle, but it never came. Hawkins didn’t like coming to a spot he’d been to only the night before, but it was a good place to lay low and see if any Japanese barges passed. Boat 360 was also faced outward searching for targets. If something did pass by, they’d be able to see them, but the blackness behind them would make the PT boats invisible.

      The men kept vigil on the guns while the rest of the crew used binoculars and searched the sea. Besides the constant tittering of night animals and insects from the jungle, the sea was quiet. The soft lapping of small waves rocking the boat was soothing, threatening to dull their senses.

      Commander Hawkins called up his second in command, Ensign Hanks. Hanks let the binoculars dangle and walked to Commander Hawkins’s side. “Sir?” He was a thick man with tree trunk sized thighs from playing football at Ohio State. He’d been the leading rusher as a full-back when he quit school to join the fight against the Japanese. “If anything comes by be sure the men know we’ll be letting them pass. I don’t want to start a fight pinned against the jungle. Once they’re past, we’ll sneak out beyond them, then stick it to ‘em.”

      “Aye, sir.” He went off to relay the plan. Commander Hawkins watched him go. Hanks was a good second in command. He’d made a good showing of himself up to now. He had a good head for tactics and knew these boats like the back of his hand. By all rights, he should be in command of a boat of his own, but there weren’t enough to go around. Even with near constant manufacturing, it was a daunting task to get the boats from stateside to the Solomon Islands.

      He’d decided he’d let the Ensign take the wheel when they returned to base when Signalman Gramly whispered. “I see something.” Keeping his binoculars to his eyes he pointed, and Ensign Hanks shuffled over to him, and following his finger brought his own binoculars to his eyes. At first, he didn’t see anything, then there was a white flash from a boat’s wake. He leaned forward, his heart rate doubling, causing his mouth to go dry. He scanned forward looking for another but didn’t find anything. He went back to the barge; it looked to be a sixty footer bristling with what had to be machine guns. He thought he could also see helmets sticking up from the high walls.

      He scanned back when Gramly whispered, “Another one behind,” he paused, “make that two, no, three.”

      Hanks nodded as he confirmed the sightings. He waited for more, but after a minute decided there were only three. He made his report to Commander Hawkins. “Tell Gramly to signal boat 360. We leave in 3 minutes. We’ll get to open water then attack them broadside with everything we’ve got.”

      “Aye aye, Commander.”

      The air seemed to turn electric as the men scrambled, readying the boat but mostly themselves, for impending action. Seaman Floyd on the port-side twin fifty pulled back the charging handle and took a deep breath. He’d be facing the enemy. He pictured himself raking the barge. There were three of them, which meant he needed to make quick work of the first boat. He doubted they’d have any trouble, particularly with the added firepower of the 40 and 20mm cannons.

      The three minutes had passed before anyone was ready. Commander Hawkins nudged the throttles forward. The increase in the Packard engine’s throb was barely noticeable, but to him it sounded like fireworks. The Japs engines will mask the sound. He knew there was no way they’d be heard; they’d have complete surprise.

      Ensign Hanks had his binoculars up. “I’ve still got them in sight, at least the tail end charlie. They haven’t altered course, still hugging the bank making eight to ten knots, sir.”

      Hawkins didn’t respond but put more power to the engines. Now they were gliding along at ten knots. When they passed the cove inlet, the gunners instinctively shifted their muzzles to starboard in case there was another group of barges they hadn’t seen. To be caught between two barge forces could prove disastrous. Once away from the cove they shifted their weapons back to the three enemy barges. They couldn’t see them in the gloom, but they knew they were out there, close.

      Hawkins led PT 360 out until he figured they were two hundred yards from shore then he turned to parallel the barges’ course. Lieutenant Mankowitz would be closer to shore on PT 345’s port-side and a little back, assuring both boats had clear fields of fire.

      Without being asked, Ensign Hanks kept Hawkins appraised. “I’ve still got their wakes; we’re gaining slowly. They haven’t changed course or speed. We’ll be broadside to them in approximately six minutes, sir.”

      Hawkins nodded his head, then had a thought. Wonder where they’re headed? “Any sign they’ve spotted us, Ensign?”

      Hanks kept scanning them, “No sir. We’ll take ‘em by surprise.”

      Commander Hawkins made his decision. “Tell Gramly to signal 360. We’re tailing them to wherever they’re going. Follow my lead.”

      Hanks took the glasses from his eyes and looked back at his commander. He hesitated for an instant then said, “Aye aye, sir.” He ran forward and relayed the message to Gramly who quickly flashed the message. Lieutenant Mankowitz had the sense not to flash back but decreased speed acknowledging his intent to follow.

      Ensign Hanks resumed his post at the commander’s side and brought the binoculars up. Commander Hawkins said, “The instant you see anything that looks like they’ve seen us, we’ll open fire.” He brought the throttle down to match the barges speed.

      “Aye aye, sir.” Despite the pleasant sea breeze, Ensign Hanks started to sweat. He concentrated on the barges, trying to distinguish individuals, but they were invisible against the jungle. All he could see were the wakes. The first sign of being spotted would be tracer rounds lancing towards them.
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        * * *

      

      The crew didn’t make a sound as they traveled along the coast. Every gun muzzle aimed towards the barges except the starboard side twin fifty manned by Seaman Russell. He kept watch out to sea scanning for any enemy ships. He couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder though.

      Ten long minutes passed, and it seemed they were invisible to the barges. They were within 10 miles of the beachhead at Empress Augustus Bay. Commander Hawkins knew the barges would be at their final destination soon. They wouldn’t have enough time to get the barges back to safe water before daylight unless they turned around soon. Traveling by day would almost certainly end with American planes strafing them.

      He glanced at his watch and pulled his sleeve back to expose the luminescent dials when the world exploded in sound and light. He instinctively ducked.

      “Open fire, open fire!” yelled Ensign Hanks. The streaking tracers lancing towards them were met with their own tracers. They met in the middle, and for an instant it looked like they were connected by a light bridge.

      Seaman Floyd had been waiting for the barges to open fire, but when they did, he was taken by surprise. It only took an instant to recover. He depressed the top triggers and felt the satisfying chug of both barrels sending hot metal at the Japs. The tracers blinded him, but he kept the barrels steady and walked them  through the first barge. Every fifth .50 caliber round was a tracer, making it easy to adjust fire. The barge was being torn apart with the massive firepower bearing down. Suddenly it flashed, and a yellow explosion lit up everything around it for a hundred feet. He saw debris flying through the air.

      He kept the trigger depressed and moved to the next barge. This one had all guns blazing, and he could see the big tracer rounds coming at him. They looked like glowing beach balls. He hunched his shoulders as he heard the thumping sound of bullets hitting the metal combing of his turret. He gritted his teeth and depressed the trigger harder as if that would give his bullets more power.

      For an instant he felt he was battling alone, trying to suppress and kill the Japanese all by himself. Soon he could see the 20 and 40mm cannons were tearing huge chunks out of the side of the barge. The Japanese must have added steel siding to this one. It sparked, and ricochets buzzed straight up like flaming turtles. He kept sweeping past the doomed barge and engaged the third and final one, but as his bullets started to hit, it exploded, obliterating everything inside. The concussion of the blast swept over the water making waves and slammed into PT 345 knocking the wind from several men.

      Seaman Floyd felt the concussion through his eyeballs. He ducked down, the barrel pointing skyward sending a short stream of tracer fire into the black sky. Through the ringing in his ears, he could hear the cease fire order. A quiet passed through, only the sound of the engines purring at five knots. Ensign Hanks yelled, “Sound off.” When no one responded he yelled louder, “Sound off, Goddamit!”

      He listened for voices and was just about to call out again when he heard, “Cutler here.”

      “Russell here.”

      “Floyd here.”

      “Smitty here.”

      Hanks kept a running list in his head. The men tending the engines were all accounted for as Machinist 1st mate Calvin poked his head up and said, “All accounted for below decks.”

      With himself and the Commander, thirteen men had chimed in. He shook his head. Where’s the fourteenth man? He went through the names in his head seeing each man’s face. He was missing their signalman, Gramly. Nausea suddenly gripped his gut. He yelled. “Gramly, where’s Gramly.” No answer.

      Beside him, Commander Hawkins tensed, and ordered, “Find Gramly! If he’s on this ship, I want him found now.” They searched all eighty feet, but there was no sign of Signalman Gramly. He got on the radio. “Boat 360 we’re missing a man, cut power and circle back with spotlights.”

      Both boats turned lazily back the way they’d come. The powerful spotlights swept the sea. One of the biggest hazards on a PT boat during combat was getting thrown when the boat made a sudden turn. Commander Hawkins prayed that was what happened. He pictured finding the diminutive man cursing as he bobbed with his life preserver. He’d never hear the end of the ribbing.

      Five minutes later his fantasy was squashed. Petty Officer Cutler yelled out pointing, “There, something’s over there floating.”

      Commander Hawkins followed the light beam and saw a body bobbing in a green life preserver. He was facedown. When they were ten feet away, Bosun’s Mate Smith dove in and came up beside Gramly. In the white light, he turned the man onto his back, hoping he was only unconscious. There was nothing left of Gramly’s face except an eyeball floating at the end of a ligament. Smith reared back and vomited into the sea, the bile quickly spread like a drop of oil.

      He recovered and put his arm under Gramly’s armpits and stroked for the boat. The men were there, and they carefully lifted him onto the deck and laid him beside a Mark 13 torpedo. Smith was pulled in a second later. He stood dripping wet, staring down at Gramly. Petty Officer Cutler found a wool blanket and covered the man’s body, hiding the gruesome wound. The men stood around staring.

      Commander Hawkins gave the controls to Ensign Hanks who took them without looking him in the eye. Hawkins gritted his teeth. I should’ve engaged them first. There was little doubt based on where they found him, that he’d died within the first few seconds of the firefight.

      Hawkins went to the body and kneeled beside him. He took his helmet off and dropped it at his side. He put his hand on Gramly’s shoulder and whispered, “I’m sorry, so sorry.” His shoulders slumped and he bit his knuckle. “Dammit,” he said.

      The men stared at their commander. He was tough as nails, and that’s the way they liked him. He’d lost men before but he hadn’t shown outward emotion. The crew shifted and looked one another in the eye. Petty Officer Cutler barked, “Back to your stations.” When they hesitated, he yelled, “Now!”
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      When Sergeant Carver told Lt. Swan about using the PT boats to insert them far enough south to get behind the Japanese lines, he discounted it as too complicated. But the more he banged his head against the problem without a solution, the more he warmed to the idea.

      Sending the men south on foot would add days to the mission, days he didn’t have. Lieutenant Swan liked the idea, but didn’t know if the brass would. Nor did he know if the PT boats were even available. They were part of the Navy, what business did the Army have with them? Guess it can’t hurt to ask.

      Asking brought up another hurdle. Swan hadn’t told Regiment about sending the squad out the first time. He had the freedom to do what he thought best for his position, but now he’d need to run the whole thing by them. He doubted they’d interfere, in fact they’d be thrilled with the information, but it was another step out of his control.

      He’d sent a runner with a detailed note of his intentions. He’d received a reply the same day. They’d look into it and let him know. Lieutenant Swan’s shoulders slumped when he read the reply. They might as well have said, ‘don’t call us we’ll call you,’ like an unwanted salesman. He decided to move onto other projects, like making his defenses stronger. In the morning he organized work teams and would have the men digging new holes and improving old ones with more sandbags. He had two platoons now, which would make defending Hill 260 more manageable.

      Around noon a runner came from Regiment. Swan was surprised he got an answer at all, or maybe this was about something else. The corporal said the brass wanted his men assembled and on the beach by the end of the day. More good news, four Sherman tanks would arrive to help shore up his defenses.

      Swan called Sergeant Carver, who was overseeing a group of sweating soldiers filling sandbags. He was covered in a thick layer of dust and grime. Swan gave him the news. The corner of Carver’s mouth turned down, and he nodded. “When do we leave, sir?”

      Swan slapped his back, and a dust cloud erupted like from a dirty rug. “Right now. Assemble the team you chose and gather your gear. We leave in an hour. The corporal there,” he pointed at the runner who was looking around the base as if an attack would happen any second, “Has some drivers with jeeps to take us to the beach.”

      Sergeant Carver nodded and turned to tell the men. Despite Lt. Swan’s obvious delight, Carver felt a heavy doom settle over him. Another damned patrol. Thought I was in a line company, not recon. He found Corporal O’Connor who was holding a bag while Private Denn scooped dirt. “Give it a rest you guys.” The men slumped to the ground and guzzled water from canteens. “O’Connor, follow me.” He walked ten paces away and thumbed towards the command bunker. “Looks like MacArthur, AKA Lieutenant Swan got the recon mission approved.”

      O’Connor spit a chunk of dirt off his tongue. “No shit? When we leave?”

      “An hour. Get the men we decided on and make sure they get their shit packed tight. I have no idea how long we’ll be out there. We’ve got jeeps waiting at the base of the hill for us.”
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        * * *

      

      They pulled into regimental headquarters a few minutes past three. The jeep ride left them jarred to the core. The mud made for interesting driving. The drivers were forced to find harder ground and would fishtail and bounce along from side to side along the narrow track. The tanks that were at the base of Hill 260 had chewed up the road, making it look like chocolate pudding.

      Carver was impressed though. Even with the mud and mauled road, the drivers were skilled enough to get them to the beachhead without getting stuck. The last thing the men wanted to do was get out in the slop and push.

      Lieutenant Swan was in the lead jeep, and when it swung in front of a faded green tent at HQ, he stepped out a second too early and had to run to keep from falling on his face. He almost recovered, but he tripped on a rope holding the tent secure and sprawled out in front of the entrance.

      Feet appeared at his nose, and he looked up to see Captain Flannigan looking down at him in disgust. He had his hands in fists against his hips. “Still as athletic as always, I see. Get out of the dirt Lieutenant.”

      Swan leaped up and saluted his company commander. “Sorry, sir.”

      Captain Flannigan ignored him and looked at the men piling out of the jeeps. They hadn’t had time to clean up after the work detail, and even if they had their second sets of fatigues were just as filthy. “Jesus Christ, Swan. This is the crack unit you wanna send behind enemy lines?” he took a step closer and recognized Sergeant Carver, Corporal O’Connor and a few of the others. They put up crisp salutes despite their uniforms. He saluted back and spun around to face Lt. Swan. “Would’ve thought you’d pick Sergeant Milo to lead it.”

      Lieutenant Swan squinted and shook his head. “Sergeant Carver’s got a lot of experience doing this sort of thing on…”

      He was interrupted, “I know all about the canal and the silver stars, Swan. How much you think a man can take? Carver’s tough, but Milo’s fresh. Carver could be one casualty away from the nut-house.” He spoke as if Carver wasn’t five feet behind him. Carver didn’t flinch just stared at the back of his head and concentrated on his breathing. “You’ve heard of battle fatigue, no doubt?” without waiting for an answer he spun back around to look directly into the Carver’s dark eyes. “You got battle fatigue Sergeant?”

      Sergeant Carver extended his chest and bellowed, “No sir.”

      Captain Flannigan put his hands behind his back and walked around the men, who stood in loose formation. O’Connor rolled his eyes. He didn’t like being treated like some raw recruit, particularly by this Ivy League asshole. O’Connor looked sideways at Sergeant Carver beside him. He could tell by his rippling jaw line that he didn’t like it either.

      Lieutenant Swan spoke up in a nervous voice, “I need to be excused, sir.”

      Captain Flannigan looked at him like he was out of his mind. “What’s so urgent, Lieutenant?” He said lieutenant like the word tasted like dog shit.

      Swan bounced from foot to foot. “Where’s the latrine?” Captain Flannigan saw the beads of sweat forming on Swan’s forehead. He pointed, and Swan ran around the corner with clenched butt cheeks.

      There was a moment of silence while the men watched their officer running like a stiff flagpole. Captain Flannigan turned back to them and shook his head. O’Connor’s face was turning purple, and Private Willy was shaking his head side to side with a crooked grin. Flannigan threw up his hands and walked back into the tent. The squad burst into laughter.
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        * * *

      

      The squad of twelve men plus Lieutenant Swan were put up in an unoccupied tent. The cots felt like luxury after sleeping in foxholes. For the first time in many nights, the men slept soundly in the comfort that came with life in the rear.

      At 0600 they woke to the sounds of a blaring horn over a loudspeaker. They sat up looking confused; then they heard the distant ‘whump’ of enemy artillery landing on Piva Airfield to the north. They were up and scrambling out the barracks tent running towards the slit trenches they’d found before going to bed. They slid in half dressed clutching their M1s.

      The artillery stopped after a few more explosions. They waited for the all clear signal. It came a few minutes later, and the men went back to the barracks to finish dressing. A corporal poked his head in, “You fellas sleep okay?” The corporal had a face that wouldn’t need a razor for another five years.

      Corporal O’Connor was closest to the tent entrance. “Yeah, until the rude wakeup call.” The corporal looked confused. O’Connor pointed east, “You know the artillery strike?” the corporal nodded suddenly understanding. “How often does that happen?”

      “Everyday at least once but usually more. They’re shooting from the high mountains to the north. They can’t see what they’re shooting at, but sometimes they get lucky and hit a parked plane. It was worse when the Marines first got here. They cleaned them out a little, but now they’re coming back I guess.”

      Lieutenant Swan stood up and approached the corporal who was surprised to find an officer bunking with the enlisted men. He snapped off a sloppy salute. Swan said, “You here to take us to the PT boats?”

      The corporal looked confused, “No sir. You’re to report to HQ for a briefing.” Lieutenant Swan dismissed the corporal. He turned to Sergeant Carver. “You and O’Connor come with me, the rest of you find the chow line but be ready to roll soon.”

      They walked across the muddy ground to the headquarters tent. A sentry was standing outside with his M1 slung over his shoulder. He eyed the three men. “Lieutenant Swan?” Swan nodded. The soldier stepped aside and let them enter.

      The sides of the tent were pulled up, but even with the added air flow, it was stifling inside. They started sweating.

      Standing with his back to them was a tall officer looking at a large map of Bougainville Island. Beside him was the bullish figure of Captain Flannigan.

      Lieutenant Swan cleared his throat, and they both turned. The three visitors saluted smartly. The tall man had graying hair and light blue eyes with deep creases at the edges, and the silver eagle on his shoulders of a full colonel. He returned the salute and gave them a once over. “So, you’re the men going to find the enemy road?”

      Lieutenant Swan swallowed, but his mouth was too dry. Standing in front of the regimental commander had him speechless. Colonel Canfield was a legend amongst the troops. Swan squeaked, “These men are going, I’m just along to help with logistics.” He stammered, “It was my idea. I sent them off Hill 260 first, but the Japs are too thick.”

      The colonel glanced at the captain standing beside him. He stood with his meaty arms across his chest.

      The colonel continued. “It’s a good idea, lieutenant and I think you’re onto something sending them with the PT boys. They’ve been busy busting up enemy barges most nights.” He paced a step to his right. “Using them for this type of insertion is risky. It’ll have to be at night, and they’ll have to get close enough to drop you off. They don’t pull much draft, but there are shallow rocks and reefs all around this island. The risk is grounding them. You don’t want to be stuck when the sun comes up. We’ve thinned out the Jap Navy, but there are enough troops around to still be dangerous.”

      Lieutenant Swan nodded, wondering why the colonel was telling him all this. If he didn’t think it was worth the risk, why were they here?

      The colonel continued. “I’ve passed it by the PT commander, a good officer named, Hawkins. He’s in command of the eight boats we’ve got, and he thinks he can pull it off. He’ll get as close as he can then send you off with a crewman and a rubber boat.” He looked squarely at Sergeant Carver, “You have any small boat maneuvering training?”

      Carver stood straighter and shook his head, “No sir. But I’ve paddled around a lot of lakes with my father. I can handle a boat, sir.”

      Corporal O’Connor chimed in. “Me too, sir. Canoes and some row boats, mostly on rivers.”

      Colonel Canfield nodded. “Well the PT men’ll be able to put that experience to work.” He pointed at the map behind him. “The PT base is on the other side of Puruata Island.” He pointed to the small island off the coast from where they were standing. “They run patrols most nights and usually come in contact with Jap barges trying to reinforce their stranded troops.”

      Carver looked confused. “Barges sir?”

      The Colonel looked him in the eye. “That’s right. The Japs are cut off from their main supply lines. Our main forces have bypassed this island cutting off one hundred thousand front line troops. They’re slowly starving over there.” He gestured east. “They’ll wither and hopefully surrender.” He shook his head. “That probably won’t happen, but at least we’ve taken them out of the fight.” He paused letting it sink in. “So the Japs are trying to resupply their troops on this side of the mountain range with barges from Biak Island to the north and Buin from the south.”

      The three soldiers listened with interest. They knew the basic strategy, but it coming from the colonel shed new light on why they were there.

      Colonel Canfield squinted and crossed his arms. “I think inserting you men to the south is our best option. I don’t think getting there undetected will be a problem. I’m more worried about getting you back. The only way I can see is set a date and approximate time for pickup. The PT boats can’t sit in one place night after night waiting for you.”

      Carver and O’Connor exchanged worried glances. Lieutenant Swan raised his hand, and Colonel Canfield nodded to him like he was a student. “Sir, the men could return to Hill 260 directly.” He pointed to the map and approached. “If we dropped them off here and they traveled northeast to the mountains then cut north until they find the road, they’d be closer to our line than the coast.” He motioned to Carver. “They did it once before.”

      The colonel nodded. “That sound okay to you, Sergeant?”

      Carver looked the map over thinking about the mud, the thick jungle, the enemy soldiers. The distance to the mountains was only eight miles, they could walk that in less than an hour in ideal conditions, but things were far from ideal. He figured the round trip, assuming they found the road where Swan thought it would be, would cover nearly twenty miles. It might as well be a hundred. “That’s a lot of ground to cover, sir, but I think going to Hill 260 instead of back to the coast is the better option.”

      Colonel Canfield heard the hesitation in Carver’s voice. Lieutenant Swan did too. He blurted, “They’ve done it before on Guadalcanal, with worse circumstances.”

      The Colonel ignored him. “It’s up to you, Sergeant. I’m not ordering you to do it; this’ll be volunteer only.”

      Lieutenant Swan started to speak but thought better of it when he caught the colonel’s withering glance. Carver looked at O’Connor who shrugged. Carver said, “Yeah we can do it, but I want enough control to scrub the mission if it’s not working out.”

      Colonel Canfield nodded and without looking to Swan said, “Absolutely. You’re in charge.”
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        * * *

      

      The particulars of the mission were worked out by noon. They’d be leaving the following night. They had the rest of the day to consolidate their gear and rest.

      At 1500, the squad went down to the beach and met a small motor barge. Carver wanted to meet the PT boat crews before the mission, and Captain Flannigan had arranged for transport to Puruata Island.

      They waded out to the barge through warm crystal clear water that lapped against their legs. Sergeant Carver thought what a nice place this part of the world would be if it wasn’t full of Japanese soldiers trying to kill him.

      The boat driver was a grimy sailor who gave him a half-assed salute. Normally he would have put the man in his place, but he wasn’t in the mood. He saw Private Willy standing in ankle deep water with his gun over his shoulder.

      He gestured for him to hurry up, but Willy shook his head, “Sorry, Sarge. Go without me. I forgot to pack something, and I don’t wanna forget it.” The entire squad looked back at him. He waved, “See you tonight.” He turned and splashed back to shore.

      Carver looked at O’Connor who shrugged, and said, “Beats the shit outta me.”

      The boat ride took a few minutes. Carver could see the cigar-shaped island was bigger than it looked on a map. They motored around the east side, giving him a good view of Cape Torokina, and it’s vital airfield. There weren’t any air activities happening at the moment but he could see the outlines of fighters parked in the shade of the palm trees. He tried to find Hill 260 to the north but couldn’t pick it out from all the other low hills.

      The barge chugged around the corner and soon sidled up to a large docking area filled with PT boats. Carver was awed by the long lethal looking boats. Their low profile, bristling with machine guns and long torpedoes along the side was impressive. The boats looked to be in good shape. The Navy crews obviously took good care of them. At the moment there were no sailors in sight. Must be ducking the heat of the day, he thought.

      The barge bumped against the dock between two PTs, and O’Connor hopped out and held the barge in place as the sailor shut off the engine and tied the stern and bow to the dock. The squad hopped out onto the dock. They’d brought their weapons with them, but nothing else.

      The sailor led them to the small buildings just off the dock. They were wood structures with Army green canvas covers. The sailor pulled a flap aside and gestured for the squad to enter. Carver ducked down and paused to let his eyes adjust to the darker interior. There were folding chairs set in a line facing a large chalkboard with indecipherable drawings. It reminded him of the highschool locker room he’d sat in before football games back in South Dakota. The sailor waited until they were all inside then said, “Have a seat, I’ll let the C.O. know you’re here.”

      Sergeant Carver didn’t sit, but the rest of the men found chairs, unslung rifles and talked amongst themselves.

      A minute passed then the front flap opened, and in came Ensign Hanks followed by Commander Hawkins. Sergeant Carver barked, “Ten-hut!” and the men snapped to attention.

      Commander Hawkins stepped past Ensign Hanks and stepped in front of the chalkboard with his hands clasped behind his back. He wore a faded brown top with a frayed collar tucked into pants with a pleat that had lost its crispness a long time before. “At ease, soldiers.” The men sat on the metal folding chairs. “I’m Commander Hawkins, and this is Ensign Hanks. I’ve seen the plans for your insertion. I’ll be honest with you, we’ve never done anything like this.” He paused and looked the men over. “I don’t see any reason it won’t work, but I want to do a reconnaissance of the drop off point first. The maps of this place aren’t too good as I’m sure you’re aware, and the reefs surrounding the island are even less well marked. Since we’re not dropping you off until tomorrow night, we’ll do the recon tonight.”

      Sergeant Carver asked, “Is it a good idea to go to the same area twice in a row? Basic patrolling procedure is to vary your movements. I’m not a boat captain, but I’d think the same would apply.”

      Hawkins exchanged a glance with Ensign Hanks. Hawkins answered. “That’s certainly true for foot patrols, and normally I’d say the same about boat patrols, but in this case, I think the information we’ll get outweighs the risks. If we come under fire or see the enemy, we may have to reconsider the drop-off point anyway.” Sergeant Carver nodded his understanding.

      Commander Hawkins continued. “One of my men has come down with a nasty bug, can’t stay off the toilet. He won’t be able to patrol with us tonight.” Carver and O’Connor exchanged glances. “Every boat’s going out tonight, so I can’t pull from the other crews. Any of you men willing to fill in? It’d be in a gunner’s position. I assume you’ve trained on the fifty?”

      O’Connor shot to his feet. “I’ll go.” He looked down at Carver, “Unless you wanted to Sarge.”

      Carver looked up at O’Connor who looked like a school boy on Christmas morning. “Fine with me.” He shook his head and addressed Commander Hawkins, “He can shoot the fifty.”

      Hawkins gestured to Ensign Hanks. “The Ensign will show you around the boat. It’ll be tight quarters tomorrow night. It’ll be important for you men to know where to be and what to do if we make contact. Mostly you’ll just stay out of the way.” He looked over the men and focused on O’Connor. “You may as well stay here, Corporal. We’ll be shoving off at 1700 and be gone most of the night.”
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      O’Connor reported to PT boat 345 at 1600. The day’s heat was stifling but would start turning more manageable as the sun descended towards the sea. He was on the starboard side twin fifty caliber machine gun. It took a few minutes to become familiar with the weapon, particularly how to move it within the mount. He rotated the wheel feeling the ease of movement.

      He met the crew. They were scruffy but had a way of going about their jobs that gave him confidence. He knew they were veterans even if he hadn’t seen the eight barges and half a destroyer painted on the side of the pilot’s cabin, marking kills. He felt comfortable going into combat with them, but nervous at the prospect of meeting the enemy in such an exposed craft.

      He sat inside the metal cupola behind the fifty, but he felt exposed and naked not being able to dive behind a tree or into a foxhole.

      The throaty sound of all eight PT boat’s engines starting filled the evening air. He could smell the one hundred octane fuel as it heated and burned moving the pistons in their chambers.

      O’Connor sat in the worn seat of the gun mount with his hands on the gun handles. As the boat edged away from the dock, he saw Sergeant Carver watching. His arms crossed his chest and a half chewed stogie was on the side of his mouth. O’Connor waved, and Carver nodded.

      Soon PT boat 345 was in open water, and Commander Hawkins pushed the throttles. O’Connor couldn’t help grinning at the sensation of power and speed as the boat went up on a plane and started to glide across the light chopped sea. He’d been on lumbering transports and landing crafts plenty of times. He wanted off them as soon as he was on, but the PT boat was a thrill. He let out a whoop before he could contain himself. He looked back at the commander who grinned and gave him a thumbs up. Ensign Hanks shook his head and leaned in to say something to the commander.

      O’Connor went back to searching the horizon. What the hell am I looking for anyway? He decided he’d man his post and do what they told him to do, nothing more.

      They went out to sea and waited for evening. As the boat drifted at idle, O’Connor watched the sun melt into the sea. The orange color seemed to dissipate and become a part of the water, like butter melting in a heated pan. The warm breeze and the view made him forget there was a war on. As darkness descended, the short-lived fantasy came to an end.

      Ensign Hanks growled, “Alright men stay sharp were heading down the coast.” The engines pushed the boat along at a steady 10 knots. The darkness was complete, and stars shone brilliantly above as the PT boat made it’s way east a half mile from the Bougainville coastline. They zigzagged to throw off any enemy subs. There hadn’t been a sub sighting for months but there was no point taking chances.

      An hour passed before the commander turned the boat toward the coast line. O’Connor saw the signalman flash a message to the trailing PT and they turned in unison. Ensign Hanks said, “Stay sharp, watch for barges.” When the island seemed to be right in front of them, Hanks said, “Smitty get to the bow with the sounding line.”

      “Aye.” Bosun’s mate Smith went to the bow of the boat with a coil of rope with a 30-pound weight dangling from the end. Once there, he strung the line through an anchor point and ran the rope down with the weight leading. He counted in his head as each fathom marker on the rope passed the anchor point. The weight hit bottom after three marks. The water was eighteen feet deep.

      He whispered to Petty Officer Cutler, “We’re at three fathoms.” The information was relayed back to Commander Hawkins and Ensign Hanks. As they moved forward, BM Smith continued to call out the depth. When they were twenty yards from the shoreline, he called out, “All stop.”

      Commander Hawkins idled the engine and added power to the reverse engine bringing the boat to a full stop. “Take over, Ensign.”

      Hanks took the controls. “I have her, sir.” He turned the rudder and goosed the engine a touch turning the boat parallel to the shoreline. He kept his hands on the throttles ready to put in full power if they came under attack. The other PT boat had stopped to cover their approach and was loitering 50 yards off their stern searching for targets.

      They sat at idle as Commander Hawkins walked to the bow. Bosun’s mate Smith still kneeled, the coil of rope in his leathery hands. Hawkins put a hand on his shoulder. “Figure we’re twenty yards out?” He could see Smith’s head nod, but he didn’t take his eyes off the coastline. “I’ll mark this spot on the map, looks like as good a place as any to drop off the ground pounders.”

      Commander Hawkins could feel Smith’s tense shoulders. “I don’t like being this close to shore any more than you do.” He turned to move back to the pilot’s seat. Without turning, Smitty backed up pulling the rope with him. He secured it and went back to his station beside the signalman. His sidearm was on his belt, but he felt better feeling the snub nose of his M3 grease gun.

      The engines went a decibel higher as they made slow progress away from the shore. The blackness of the island was still ominous. They’d only gone thirty yards when the night behind them lit up with tracer fire. The sound came a second later, the ripping of a Japanese Nambu machine gun.

      Everyone aboard ducked. Corporal O’Connor knew the distinctive sound immediately and swung his fifty caliber machine gun around to face the line of tracers. His breathing came in short bursts, thinking the tracers would find him in his lightly armored cupola.

      An instant later, he realized the tracers weren’t directed at him, but the other PT boat. He could see sparks as the rounds found metal. Some of the tracers bounced straight up in ricochet, but most sliced into the mahogany side planks of PT 278. They were catching hell.

      It wasn’t long before PT 278 recovered and started returning fire. The tracer fire increased from both sides, the light-show meeting in the middle. The fire was thick, and it lit up the ocean.

      O’Connor couldn’t tell what was firing, but he knew it wasn’t coming from the island. The Japanese had sneaked up on them in a boat. He saw white water around PT 278’s bow and realized they’d put the hammer down and were speeding away from the threat with guns blazing.

      O’Connor had a bead on the Japanese muzzle fire but hadn’t received an order to fire. He caressed the trigger and licked his dry lips.

      He fell to the side when the PT’s engines went to full power. He struggled to keep his position, but when the order to open fire came, he wasn’t ready. He struggled to right himself. They were still heading straight out to sea. He figured they’d turn towards the injured PT any second.

      He steadied himself and depressed the trigger. The flash from the fifty was intense. He squinted and continued hammering the big shells out. His fire was low, he could see great geysers of whitewater erupting, obscuring his view of the Japanese. He adjusted his aim slightly, walking the rounds into the yellow flashes.

      A second later the PT boat swung to starboard directly at the enemy boat. O’Connor swung the fifty, but the cupola wouldn’t let him swing the muzzle into the boat. As the target went out of his muzzle sight, he released the trigger. The twin muzzles glowed a red hot orange.

      He raised his head to watch as the big twenty-millimeter gun opened up. Petty Officer Cutler was standing behind the gun, braced and hammering rounds into the now visible Japanese Barge. He expertly walked the rounds up and down the length of the vessel. The barge came apart like a cookie jar hitting a concrete floor. O’Connor watched as silhouettes of helmeted Japanese troops were shredded and flung into the sea. It was over in seconds. Commander Hawkins yelled for a cease-fire and the thumping twenty-millimeter stopped.

      They kept their speed, still aiming straight for the sinking barge. O’Connor thought they were going to ram it, but at the last instant, Hawkins made a high speed ninety-degree turn to port. Seaman Floyd on the port-side fifty swept the smoldering remains of the barge. Tiny fires lit up floating debris and bodies.

      They flashed by then turned back to sea. The faint phosphorescence from the fleeing PT 278 was like a trail in the dark. They soon came up alongside PT 278 and hailed them. Both vessels slowed and in the calm seas were able to tie to one another.

      PT 278 had been hit hard in the first few seconds of the firefight and had suffered damage to the engine room. The hull had large holes in the planks. The lower holes had already been caulked stopping more sea water from coming in, but the reverse engine had taken multiple hits and didn’t function. It wasn’t vital for forward operations, but it would need at least a couple of days for repair.

      None of the engine room crew were hit; they’d been near the bow in their makeshift chairs. If they’d been fussing over the engines as they normally were, there would have been casualties.
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        * * *

      

      Once PT 278 was squared away, they continued patrolling. It was unusual for Japanese barges to be traveling alone. It was also unusual for a barge to take on a PT boat’s superior firepower and maneuverability. Either they’d thought they could disable PT 278 before they knew what was happening or someone on the barge had opened fire in a panic.

      They patrolled for two hours before turning back for home. O’Connor was tired. Being on constant vigil through the night was exhausting. He was far more on edge than he would have been in the jungle, an environment he was on intimate terms with. The wide open sea with its unknown dangers and sparse cover made him nervous.

      The ride back was uneventful. They pulled into the docks of Puruata Island at 0400. The sky was still dark, but there was a hint of the coming day on the horizon. When the boat docked, he came out of the cupola he’d been sitting in for the past few hours and stepped onto the dock.

      An immense feeling of relief swept through him, and he knew why sailors sometimes kissed the ground after being at sea for long periods of time. He’d only been out a couple of hours, and it was all he could do not to drop and give mother earth a sloppy kiss.

      He stretched from side to side. He groaned as his stiff muscles protested. Commander Hawkins came up beside him. “You did well out there, Corporal.”

      O’Connor cringed not used to praise from the brass. He stammered, “Thank you, sir.”

      “We’ll make a sailor out of you yet.”

      O’Connor gave him an exaggerated head shake, “No sir, no way.” He thumbed towards the docked PT, “The boat’s great, but I felt like I had a target painted on my chest. Give me the jungle with plenty of stuff to hide behind over that any day, sir.”

      Commander Hawkins laughed and slapped him on the back. “To each his own I guess.”

      Hawkins went past him grinning. O’Connor watched him go wondering at the commander’s approach to enlisted men. O’Connor heard someone approaching from behind; he turned in time to see Ensign Hanks. O’Connor came to attention and snapped off a salute. He sneered back at him and saluted as he walked by without a word. O’Connor wondered at the different styles of leadership. He shrugged, guess they sort of even each other out.
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      O’Connor slept most of the day away. Private Willy woke him up at 1500. O’Connor hadn’t slept that much since being on the island. He felt disoriented but rested. As he was wiping the sleep from his eyes, Private Willy asked, “So what’re the boats like? They look fast.”

      He nodded, “They are. Faster than any boat I’ve ever been on by a long shot.” Willy hung at the entrance of the tent fidgeting from foot to foot. “Something bothering you, Willy?”

      He looked at O’Connor and tilted his helmet back. O’Connor thought he was the dirtiest human he’d ever come across. He kept his hygiene up the same as the other soldiers, but he was the kind of guy that always looked dirty even after showering. Private Willy shrugged, “They just seem kinda on the smallish side.”

      O’Connor stared. If he wasn’t mistaken he thought Willy looked scared, but that couldn’t be, he’d seen Private Willy charge Japanese machine gun nests like it was nothing. O’Connor thought he had a death wish, in fact.

      He probed, “Well yeah, smaller than anything we’ve been on I guess, but that’s kinda the point. They’re harder for the Japs to find and they pack quite a wallop.”

      Before he could find out what was bothering him, Private Willy spun on his heel and left the tent. He called back, “Briefing in an hour at the docks.”

      O’Connor nodded and continued lacing up his jungle boots. He’d been on the island less than a month, and already they were faded and starting to come apart at the seams. The constant mud and wetness wreaked havoc on all their gear.
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        * * *

      

      The squad sat on the rickety folding chairs while Commander Hawkins went over how the insertion would go. “We’ll leave here at our normal time of 1700 and head out to sea where we’ll split up.

      “Boat 278 isn’t ready for duty so will stay in dock along with boat 304. Boats 291 and 300 will patrol together to the west. The rest of us, that’s four boats, will patrol east to the insertion point.

      “We’ll split the GIs up amongst boat 345 and 360. We’ll have the others cover us while we slip in close then ferry them in the rubber boats.” He paused looking around at the intently listening men.

      The Navy men were in the back, most standing with their arms crossed. “We’ll be cramped with the extra men, so we’ll stay in the middle. If we encounter any Jap barges, we’ll let them go unless we can’t avoid them.”

      Voices rose from the back. Commander Hawkins held up his hands. “I know, I know. I don’t want to let any of the little bastards get away either, but getting these men to shore undetected is our mission.” He stared the Navy men down. “Once that’s done, it’s business as usual.

      “If we’re compromised on the way in we’ll have to abort and find another suitable spot tomorrow night, so let’s get it done tonight and get back to what we all want to be doing…killing Japs.”

      The men nodded their understanding and when there were no questions the Navy men dispersed. The soldiers remained seated as Lieutenant Swan took the front.

      Commander Hawkins gestured that he had the floor. Swan nodded and fixed his already combed hair. In his best rendition of a hardened combat soldier, he addressed them. “Men,” he squeaked, “this is an important mission. One which, if successful, will go a long way to saving many of your fellow soldier’s lives.” He paused looking to see if his words had any effect. Most of the men were staring at their boots, or running their hands through their hair, or inspecting their weapons. “I have no doubt you’ll do your duties and perform admirably.”

      He coughed then stood up straighter. “I will be tagging along for the insertion but won’t be going ashore with you.” Sergeant Carver sat up straight; this was news to him; unwelcome news. “As much as I’d like to join you inland my duties back on Hill 260 are more pressing.” He looked the men over; they were watching now. “I’ll see you when you return.” He nodded and moved off to the side.

      Sergeant Carver got to his feet and in an angry growl said, “Dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      At 1700 the men were crammed onto the two PT boats. O’Connor crouched beside Private Willy who looked white as a sheet. “You okay? You look like you’re gonna be sick.”

      Private Willy squinted and spat onto the deck. In his Midwestern nasal tone, he said, “This fucking boat’s too damned small. What’s to keep a guy from falling off?”

      “What the hell Willy? You’ve been on plenty of boats, hell you crossed most of the world in one. What’s the matter with you?”

      Private Willy looked nervously over the port side towards the water. He leaned in close to O’Connor’s ear and whispered, “I, I can’t swim.”

      O’Connor thought he hadn’t heard correctly. “What? Can’t swim? Can’t swim?” he shook his head. “How’d you deal with all the boat rides we’ve been on?”

      Willy grabbed his arm and squeezed, “Not so loud, asshole.” He looked around, but no one was paying any attention. “Those boats were big, hardly felt like we were on one at all. I could deal with that, but these little tin cans are like toys. The wind could tip ‘em over for chrissakes.”

      O’Connor wiped the smile that kept trying to creep onto his face. He’d never seen Willy scared, even during the most harrowing firefights, he was as cool a soldier as he’d ever met. He leaned in, “Look, I was on this same boat last night. They’re solid. The crew’s solid too, really know their business.”

      Willy scowled and interrupted, “They’re squids, swabbies. They can’t be trusted. They’ll get us all killed, me especially.”

      “Just stay close to the center and keep your head down. In the dark, you won’t even notice the size. Just think about something else.”

      He sneered. “Easy for you to say, you can swim. If you go out, you’ll just bob along until someone picks you up, me?”

      O’Connor patted the life preserver he was wearing. “That’s what this thing’s for, as long as you’re wearing it, you can’t sink. It’ll float you.”

      Private Willy guffawed, “This thing? It doesn’t look like much and what if it gets ripped off me? What then?”

      O’Connor shrugged. “Then be glad you’re not live shark bait.”

      Willy’s face turned another shade of white. “Jesus, Corporal, you’re a real help. A real ray of sunshine.”

      O’Connor cinched up Willy’s life jacket. “There, you’re good to go.”
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        * * *

      

      PT 345 was trailing PT 314 at a comfortable one hundred yards. The two other boats were in echelon behind them. They were a mile off the coast moving at a steady twelve knots to the east.

      The sea wasn’t as calm as the day before and with each swell, boat 314 went out of sight until they crested the next wave. The constant up and down sent sprays of warm sea water into the faces of the soldiers. Their helmets kept most of their heads dry, but the rest of their bodies were soaked. The breeze was warm, but in combination with the water, they were starting to shiver.

      To make matters worse Private Palmer got sick and spewed his guts onto the deck. The vomit was swept away quickly with the next wave but not before the smell assaulted their noses. Soon every soldier was adding their guts to the growing pile.

      Sergeant Carver was not pleased. His men were taking a beating before they’d even gotten to the insertion point. He’d have a group of sick, dehydrated soldiers when he needed them to be at their best.

      He stood from his crouching position and in the dark found his way to the commander’s seat. He expected Commander Hawkins but instead found Ensign Hanks. “How long til we head in?”

      The dark silhouette of Ensign Hanks said, “We’ll turn in about ten minutes, then we’ll slow and get you in close after we clear the shoreline.” Hanks looked towards the dark shapes of the soldiers. “How’re they holding up?”

      Carver shook his head, “Not well. Most are sick.”

      Ensign Hanks nodded. “Yeah, I can smell that. Tell them to take breaths in through their mouths and out through their noses.”

      “Does that help?”

      “Not really, but it’ll take their minds off the smell.”

      Ten minutes later the engines quieted, and the boats turned towards the dark shape of the island. Sergeant Carver had no idea how far they’d come, but it seemed like many miles.

      PT boat 345 and 360 hung back while the two escort boats went ahead to scout the shoreline. The bobbing of the boat was somewhat better, and the men weren’t throwing up anymore. Probably nothing left.

      Time inched along. The warm night air soon had the men sweating again. The smell of vomit mixed with sweat, and he breathed through his mouth.

      Carver forced each man to drink water from the boat stores. Dehydration could be as deadly as the Japanese forces lingering in the jungle.

      A flash of light from the shore caught his attention. He watched as the signalman reported something to Ensign Hanks, who passed it along to someone Carver presumed to be Commander Hawkins. The engines increased, and they started in towards the island.

      Lieutenant Swan stumbled towards him. “Shore’s all clear. We’re heading in to drop you off. Be a couple minutes. Get the men ready to enter the boats.”

      He nodded and passed it along. There was nothing to be done except move closer to the edge of the boat. The men checked their weapons, careful their muzzles were protected from the corrosive sea-water by condoms slipped over and secured with rubber bands.

      The swabbies unstrapped the rubber boat and moved it to the edge. After a few minutes, the engines went to idle, and the gentle sea lapped the side.

      At a whispered word from Ensign Hanks, the rubber boat was sent over the side. One of the sailors went with it and landed in the bottom. He reached up as two more sailors handed down seven paddles. He bundled and stowed them by shoving the blades under the crease between the tubes and the floor.

      Sergeant Carver moved beside the sailors still on the PT boat and helped his men pass their packs and weapons. The process went smoothly despite the swell lifting and dropping the boats. Carver helped each man over the side until it was his turn.

      He was about to slide off when a hand gripped his shoulder. It was Lieutenant Swan. “Good luck, Sergeant. See you in a few days.” He said it like he didn’t believe it.

      Sergeant Carver nodded and let himself fall into the bottom of the boat where his men steadied him. He moved to the rear, and sat next to the sailor who would act as the rudder man. He passed out the paddles and grabbed his own. The sailor said, “Ready? Stroke.”

      The men had some training in small rubber boats when they were training back on Fiji, but none of them had spent a lot of time in them. Their strokes were erratic and out of sync but soon the sailor had them paddling in cadence. The boat skimmed along the sea, the sailor steering, the soldiers providing power.

      The other rubber boat came out the darkness like an apparition. The occupants of both boats were surprised, and the sailors flashed grins at one another.

      They paddled in side by side. When the looming jungle seemed only feet away, they stopped paddling and swapped paddles for rifles and submachine guns. The boats drifted, the sailors kept them straight.

      There was no beach. The sea ran up against the jungle like moving from desert to forest. There was nothing in between, no transition point.

      The branches and vines reached out over the water, and they passed beneath them. Carver thought about snakes that no doubt lived in these trees and vines waiting to drop onto unsuspecting prey.

      He took a deep breath, scanning the jungle for sign of the enemy. It’s so thick, there could be a regiment in front of me and I’d never see them.

      The boats nudged up against the island, and the two men in front of each boat went over the side. The water came up to their waists, and they made a lot of noise as they struggled to get to shore. Once there, they crouched and searched for any movement then reached back for the ropes. They pulled the boats in close and held them secure as the squad scrambled to shore.

      Sergeant Carver was the last man out. He hefted his pack onto his broad shoulders. Once on shore, he looked back at the sailor who was already pulling the boat away with a backstroke. He watched the boat go, the squads last chance to get home the easy way was leaving.

      After five minutes Sergeant Carver combined the two groups. He found Corporal O’Connor. “We need to move away while we’ve got darkness on our side. Find us a good spot to lay up until daylight.”

      O’Connor nodded and took point. As he passed Private Willy he punched him in the arm and whispered in his ear. “You can take off the life jacket now.”
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      Colonel Araki listened to his officer explaining why he’d failed to complete his mission. He gripped the bamboo cane he was forced to use until his hand ached. He’d sent him and a small squad on a simple mission to insert snipers around the American lines. Now, this fat, groveling lieutenant was giving him excuses. He’d been ambushed and lost most of his ten-man patrol.

      Before he finished explaining, Colonel Araki smacked the cane down on the wooden table separating them. It sounded like a gunshot, and the lieutenant nearly jumped out of his boots. He bowed his head and waited for the verbal bombardment that was sure to follow.

      With barely suppressed rage Colonel Araki seethed, “It was a simple mission, Lieutenant. How is it possible you failed? How could you lose eight men on a mission of stealth? How could you walk into an ambush?” He’d already heard the excuses. “I’ll tell you how. You’re incompetent. You’re an incompetent, fat buffoon.” He stepped from behind the table wincing at the pain in his right leg.

      It was a lasting gift from the Americans on Guadalcanal. Most of the front of his leg had been shredded by an artillery shell. He’d been in a group of four other officers trying to organize a fighting retreat. He’d been the only survivor when the shell exploded only yards from them. He’d been thrown twenty feet backward into a burning tank.

      When he came to, he realized he’d been left for dead. Through sheer force of will, he’d crawled into the jungle back towards his lines. It had taken three days before he finally came across a friendly patrol. He was whisked off the island and spent long months in a jungle hospital on Bougainville. The pain was constant. He used it to fuel his hatred for the round-eyed Yankees.

      He stood in front of the cowed junior officer. He gnashed his teeth. He was short on officers and couldn’t afford to relieve him. Who’d I replace him with? The impossible situation brought his anger close to boiling over.

      He took a deep breath thinking of his Sensei back in Tokyo. He tried to center himself, get control of his feelings. In a calm voice, he said. “You have disgraced your unit and yourself. I’m taking you off the line and sending you to Major Kotani’s unit in the rear. He’s in charge of our prison camp. Maybe seeing Americans on a daily basis will teach you to loath them as I do and fight harder.” The lieutenant kept his head bowed, staring at Colonel Araki’s polished leather boots. “Do you think you can perform your duties for Major Kotani, Lieutenant?”

      He bowed deeper and said, “Hai, sir.”

      “You’ll leave tomorrow. I’ll send you with a squad from Alpha Company.” He reached behind him and held up a leather bag. “This is a courier bag.” He waited until Lieutenant Taro looked at the bag and nodded. “You’ll deliver this to Major Kotani. It’s important that its contents get there, do you understand?”

      He reached out for the bag, but Colonel Araki kept it. “I’ll give it to you tomorrow, the less time it’s in your incompetent hands, the better. The POW camp is two miles to the rear. We don’t have any trucks available at the moment, so you’ll have to walk. You’ll have a full squad with you.” He eyed him, “You think you can deliver it without getting those men killed and losing my bag?”

      The lieutenant gulped and nodded. “Hai, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant Taro entered Colonel Araki’s tent the next morning and bowed until the colonel acknowledged him. He had great respect for the tough combat veteran, but also fear. He thought sure the colonel was either going to relieve him or put a bullet between his eyes last evening. Colonel Araki’s acid temper was legendary amongst the junior officers. No one wanted to be on his bad side, and that’s exactly where Lieutenant Taro found himself.

      “Lieutenant Taro, good morning. Are you ready to move to the POW camp?”

      Lieutenant Taro snapped his heels and bowed deeper. “Yessir. The squad from Able Company is assembled and ready to escort me and the satchel to Major Kotani.”

      Colonel Araki smiled and nodded. His demeanor was opposite from the evening before. “Good, you will leave immediately. Once there, deliver the satchel to Major Kotani only, then send the squad back here.”

      He paused and looked him over. His distaste for Taro’s pudgy body was obvious. “Major Kotani is a tough soldier; you can learn a lot from him. I’ll expect you to be much improved when I see you again.” He leaned into Taro’s space. “Don’t let me down again, Lieutenant. I assure you it will be the last time.”

      Lieutenant Taro snapped his heels again and saluted. “I will not let you down, sir. I will die first.”

      Colonel Araki handed him the satchel. “Good. Dismissed.”

      When he left the tent, Lieutenant Taro let out a long breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. His legs felt heavy like they were made of cement. He approached the squad of men formed up in line with a surly looking sergeant standing to the side.

      As Lieutenant Taro approached, the sergeant snapped off a salute. “First squad ready for departure, sir.”

      Taro returned the salute. “We leave immediately.” He realized he didn’t know exactly how to get where he was going. “Lead on Sergeant.”

      The sergeant nodded and barked, “Echelon formation. Forward.” The men staggered themselves and moved off at an easy pace. Lieutenant Taro waited until half the soldiers had passed then put himself in the middle of the group. He clutched the satchel to his chest like it was the most precious item in the world. The enemy would have to pry it from his dead arms if they wanted it.
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        * * *

      

      They moved cautiously along the road, but kept up a good pace. The road was well used and mostly mud. The constant slurp and suck slowed them down, but they didn’t stop to rest. They came to the gates of the POW camp at noon. Mud encrusted their legs up to their knees.

      The camp was well hidden in a particularly dense section of jungle. It would be invisible to any allied air, and enemy ground troops would have to stumble upon it accidentally.

      The front was defended by a ten-foot fence topped with barbed wire. On the corners, guard towers manned by sentries with machine guns. The back of the camp was pushed up against the steep hills of the Crown Prince Range. An enemy approaching from there would need ropes and considerable climbing skills, and they’d be exposed.

      Lieutenant Taro was impressed. He hadn’t heard anything about the camp and assumed it would be a temporary, ramshackle prison, but this camp looked more permanent and built to last. The guards looked well fed and disciplined. He assumed all the derelicts and deadbeats would be sent here as punishment, as he’d been, but these were professional troops.

      As he stood at the front gate waiting to be let in, he thought things might be looking up in his world. He’d assumed he’d be treated even worse here than in his old unit, but maybe he was wrong.

      As an officer, he received more food rations than ordinary enlisted men, but even so, he was always hungry. He was quietly optimistic about his new unit with the well-fed soldiers.

      The squad stood at attention at the front gate, sweating. A guard had scurried off when they’d approached. Taro saw him returning with an officer in tow, a major.

      The major stepped to the gate and stood with his hands on his waist. He was tall for a Japanese and looked like an athlete. Taro guessed his age to be early forties. At twice Taro’s age, he looked like he could outdo him in any athletic endeavor. Taro was by no means an athletic man, but he respected those that were and was in awe of the major.

      Lieutenant Taro snapped to attention, clicking his heels and presenting a stiff salute. He hoped to make a good impression. The major had a seemingly permanent downturn to his mouth. He returned the salute and pointed at the satchel he was carrying. “I’ve been waiting for that.” He spoke to the guards and they unlatched the wooden gate and opened it inward. “Welcome to Camp Honsu, Lieutenant. I’m Major Kotani.”

      Taro bowed and ordered the squad forward. He entered the gate, and it was shut and latched behind him. Major Kotani reached for the satchel, and Lieutenant Taro handed it to him. Relief flooded through him; he’d completed his mission for the colonel. It felt good to succeed after so many failures. He couldn’t help smiling.

      “Something amusing, Lieutenant?”

      Lieutenant Taro’s smile disappeared when he heard the menace in the major’s voice. “No sir, just happy to be in this fine camp.”

      Major Kotani looked at the surroundings. “I suppose you thought you were being sent to a hovel, somewhere disgraceful.” Lieutenant Taro shook his head no. “I can assure you our prisoners aren’t as pleased with the surroundings.” He turned to the bamboo and thatch hut he’d come from and called to someone. A lieutenant appeared as if by magic awaiting the Major’s orders. “Lieutenant Shibata, show our colleague what we do here.”

      Lieutenant Shibata nodded and gestured for Taro to follow. He gave a last salute to the major and shuffled off to follow Lt. Shibata. When he was beside him Lt. Shibata said, “Do you have a strong stomach, Lieutenant?”

      Taro looked at him; they were the same rank, equals. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean do you get queasy easily? You will see things here that might upset a delicate stomach.”

      Lieutenant Taro didn’t answer. As they approached the center of the camp, a smell assaulted Lt. Taro’s nostrils. He put up his hand to block the overpowering stench. “Wha, what is that smell?”

      Lieutenant Shibata smiled, showing off teeth that didn’t seem to fit in his mouth. They went in every direction at once. “The prisoners of course.” He pointed to a long wood building. It was off the ground, supported by stones and logs. It was well built and clean on the outside. The smell was coming from the inside.

      There were two hard looking guards at the front door. When they approached, they saluted and gave Lieutenant Taro a long look. “He’s our new officer, come to relieve me. This is Lieutenant Taro.” Lt. Taro wondered how he knew his name and decided Colonel Araki must have radioed ahead. The guards nodded.

      Lieutenant Shibata gestured for them to open the doors. They did so and entered the darkness to hold the doors open. Lieutenant Shibata gestured for Taro to enter. He went up the two steps and peered into the darkness of the long room. The smell was overpowering, but Taro kept his hand away from his face. He didn’t want to show weakness.

      He stepped in past the guards and waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim light. He could tell there were people in front of him; he could smell their fetid humanity and sense their movements. The smell was like an open sewer mixed with the tanginess of yeast, or was it blood? He thought he might pass out if he stayed a second longer, but he closed his eyes and calmed himself. He would not let the colonel down again, no matter what. He steeled himself.

      A guard lit a gas lantern and Lt. Taro almost fell over when he saw the gaunt faces of men staring at him with bloodshot eyes. The prisoners were mostly white men, Americans he assumed, or possibly British colonists that hadn’t left when the war began. There were a few dark faces, obviously natives.

      He stared back at their tortured faces. Their tattered clothes were filthy and hung off their skeletal frames, as if hanging from closet hangers. He wondered how long they’d been here, and how long since their last meal. Their faces said years, but they’d only landed a few months before. They must have been captured early in the battle.

      He figured he should say something, rather than staring like an idiot. “How, how many prisoners are here?”

      He jumped when Lieutenant Shibata spoke next to him. “We have twelve Marines and three natives.” He corrected himself, “Excuse me, eleven Marines. One died this morning in a pool of his own shit.” Lieutenant Taro nodded, maybe that explained the smell. “They all have weak systems; they die of dysentery quite frequently. We used to have fifteen Marines. The natives are a hardier bunch. They only seem to die when you kill them.”

      Lieutenant Taro didn’t know what to say. Was he supposed to inspect them? Make them stand at attention as he walked down their barracks? He wanted to get out of the hell hole as soon as possible. He turned to Lt. Shibata, “What time do the prisoners eat?”

      Shibata looked at his watch. “They dine in the mess hall at 1500 hours. They have one hour to eat then they form up for final inspection before retiring back here.” Hearing Lt. Shibata talk about dining and retiring made it sound like the men were on a resort vacation. The contrast repulsed him and that combined with the smell almost sent him over the edge.

      He swallowed the bile threatening to disgrace him and turned to leave. “Very well, I’ve seen enough.” He took long strides and stepped into the relatively fresh air.

      Lieutenant Shibata stood beside him. He slapped his shoulder with a scarred hand. “You did well, Lieutenant. Most aren’t able to keep their stomach contents contained when they first meet our guests.”

      Lieutenant Taro looked at him with disgust. “You tried to disgrace me in front of them?” he didn’t wait for a response. “What is the purpose here? Are we interrogating them?”

      Lieutenant Shibata smiled his crooked smile, “Purpose? There is no purpose. We aren’t trying to rehabilitate these cowards. These men surrendered, they are lower than the lowest mongrel dog. I have more respect for the natives than these weak Americans.” He rubbed his chin contemplating the question like some dime store philosopher. “I suppose the purpose is to make them suffer as much as possible before they die.”
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      Sergeant Carver had the men up and moving before light. No one had slept. The night had passed without incident. They hadn’t heard anything that could have been the enemy. The jungle was thick. It pressed in on them like something alive. Even laying down on their ponchos was no relief. Their bodies slowly sank into the mud, and soon the jungle wetness seeped into their clothes making them cold, despite the muggy air.

      O’Connor didn’t think he could get more uncomfortable as he stood and shook the mud off his boots. He looked around in the darkness trying to figure out which way was north. He always had a good sense of direction, but in this jungle, his skills were hard pressed.

      This was nothing like the forests he’d grown up hunting in Oregon. He’d spent the better part of two years in the jungles of the South Pacific, and he’d never seen a more miserable place than Bougainville. We should let the damned Japs have it; it’ll kill everyone on it eventually.

      The squad tried to find dry spots while they ate their K-ration breakfasts but ended up standing. No one felt hungry, but they all knew they needed the calories.

      O’Connor shoveled a spoonful of what was supposed to be spaghetti. It had a vague ketchup taste, but spaghetti was not what his taste buds told him it was. He wondered when he’d get another chance to eat, not for the sake of calories but the sake of taste. His sparse upbringing wasn’t big on culinary delights, but when something was labeled spaghetti, he expected it to at least be in the same ballpark.

      Ten minutes later he was at the front of the squad on point. While it was still dark, the men stayed close. It was too dark and too easy to get separated. He moved slowly, careful not to make excess noise. He doubted there were Japs anywhere close but he’d led a squad into an ambush once before, and he wasn’t going to let that happen again.

      A half hour passed and the jungle started lightening up with the rising sun. Back in Oregon the rising sun always dropped the temperature a degree or two, but out here the only temperature change was hot and hotter.

      With the daylight, O’Connor realized he was heading northwest instead of due north. He adjusted his course and moved further ahead. If he ran into an ambush, he wanted plenty of separation between himself and the squad.

      A point man’s job was to get the squad through the jungle safely, but if the shit hit the fan, it was also to die. He didn’t intend to die, so he moved with caution and trusted his senses. Right now his senses were telling him there was nothing in front of him but jungle and mud. He increased his pace.

      The jungle was seemingly impenetrable, but O’Connor’s woodland sense found the tiny creases between the vines. The rest of the squad wasn’t as skilled, but they could easily follow his boot tracks in the mud.

      They were making good time. O’Connor had been on point for two hours when he stopped and waited for the rest of the men to catch up.

      Private First Class Daniels moved forward. Corporal O’Connor signaled for Sergeant Carver to come to him. The PFC nodded, and went back through the clinging wet vines. He disappeared from O’Connor’s view like he’d been swallowed by a huge green mass of vegetation.

      Soon Carver was beside him. O’Connor pointed. The land was starting to rise, leading up to a low hill. It looked like a good spot to lay up for a rest and possibly see some of their surroundings. Sergeant Carver liked it and sent O’Connor, PFC Daniels, and Private Gomez up to investigate.

      Minutes later Carver could see O’Connor giving him the all clear. The squad moved up the hill. As soon as they started up, the mud gave way to more solid ground. They went to the top of the hill, and Sergeant Carver told them to take ten. With the exception of two men posted to the perimeter on guard duty, the men sat down. The absence of mud was like a minor miracle.

      Corporal O’Connor and Sergeant Carver huddled together looking over an antiquated map. They guessed their position. They’d covered nearly half the distance to the foot of the Crown Prince Range. Carver said. “We’ve come farther than I thought we would by now. The ground’s not quite as shitty as the last patrol.”

      O’Connor ran his finger over the map, Studying it closely. “It seems like the ground should rise as we head towards the mountains, but who knows. These maps are shit. I may lead us directly into an uncrossable swamp.”

      “Well, if that happens we’ll backtrack.” He slapped O’Connor’s shoulder. “You holding up? You need a break?”

      O’Connor shook his head. “I’m okay, Sarge.” He glanced at his watch “I’ve gotta take a piss before we go.”

      Carver nodded and noticed Private Gomez. “Gomez, how you at climbing trees?”

      Private Gomez pulled himself off the ground and trotted over to Sergeant Carver. He had a Mexican accent left over from his first ten years living south of the border. His parents had legally emigrated from Mexico, and their first order of business was getting their ten-year-old son his American citizenship. He was a short man with dark skin. His black hair complimented his deep brown eyes. He didn’t look like much, but the man could shoot the ass off a gnat at two hundred feet with his M1. “I climbed many trees, Sergeant, yes, many trees.”

      Sergeant Carver pointed at a thick trunked tree whose top couldn’t be seen through the canopy. “Get up there and see what you can see.”

      Without missing a beat, Private Gomez trotted over to the tree. He looked up from the base for a few seconds, unslung his rifle and laid it against the trunk. He spit on each hand, and rubbed them together, and launched his small body up to the first limb. He went up the tree like a monkey. Sergeant Carver smiled remembering another soldier who’d been a good tree climber, Private Caldwell. His smile faded when he recalled that soldier’s fate.

      Sergeant Carver watched Gomez climb until he was into the jungle canopy and out of sight. He kept thinking the little man would look down and swoon when he saw how high he was, but he never looked down except to secure a foothold. He shook his head, crazy sumbitch.

      Minutes passed, and Carver sat and leaned against a tree trunk. He angled his head up watching for Private Gomez. He hoped he wouldn’t see him falling from limb to limb all the way to the ground. He was starting to worry that he’d been taken by a jaguar or some other tree-dwelling creature when he saw him coming down the tree almost as fast as he’d gone up.

      He watched as Gomez got to the last branch pushed off and landed softly in a crouch. He looked up at the tree and slapped his hands together. He was grinning like a schoolboy.

      He looked around for Sergeant Carver and saw him shaking his head. Gomez lost his grin. “Is something wrong, Sarge?”

      Carver pulled himself up and readjusted the Thompson on his back. He shook his head. “No, nothing’s wrong, just can’t believe how fast you moved up and down that tree.”

      Private Gomez smiled showing off perfectly straight teeth. “I climbed a lot of trees when I was a child.”

      Carver expected more of an explanation, but when there wasn’t one forthcoming, he moved on. “Well? What’d you see?”

      Gomez dropped to his knee and cleared leaves and sticks from a piece of ground. He smoothed it out and put his finger in the dirt. “This is our location.” Carver stopped him and waved Corporal O’Connor over. When he was there, Gomez continued. “We’re on this little hill. To the north, about three miles is the base of the mountain range. The jungle looks like a carpet all the way there. I can’t see anything except the tops of trees. It’s the same in all directions. I think I could see Hill 260 and also Hill 700.” He pointed northwest. “About three-quarters of the way to the mountains I saw smoke coming through the trees. At first, I thought it was fog, but it moved more like smoke.” He put another point on the dirt. “I’d guess it would be about here, maybe two miles.”

      Carver nodded and cuffed Gomez’s shoulder. “All right, good job. We’ll be moving out soon, pass it along.” Gomez beamed and spun away. Carver called, “Gomez,” he stopped, and Carver pointed back to the tree he’d climbed, “you’ll need that.” Gomez’s dark features turned pale. He went to the tree and scooped up his M1. He looked back and nodded to Carver, who watched him retreat.

      He spoke to O’Connor. “He’s a damned good tree climber.” O’Connor nodded but didn’t comment. “You okay on point still? Sounds like there’s something in front of us, could be Japs.”

      O’Connor shrugged. “Our mission’s to find that road. If we find Japs we go around ‘em, right?”

      Carver nodded. “Doubt natives would be stupid enough to show smoke. From what I’ve heard, they’ve gotten the hell out of the way and moved to the other side of the island. Be careful out there. We get in a firefight there’s no help coming.”

      O’Connor nodded. “Seems familiar, don’t it?” he slapped Carver’s back, “Don’t worry, Sarge, I’ll be careful, always am. The men are moving well, I think they understand our situation. We’ll probably have to hunker down another night though, this jungle’s thicker’n snot.”

      Carver nodded. “Let’s move out.”
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      When they came off the hill, the ground once again became a muddy mess. They’d hoped things would dry out with the gradual elevation gain towards the mountains, but it wasn’t happening. The going was tough, and their pace slowed.

      O’Connor was out front trying to find the best route through tough terrain. He had to backtrack once when he led the squad into a swamp. He wondered for the thousandth time why the hell they didn’t just leave the Japs this piece of shit island.

      As the daylight was fading, a storm cloud opened up and hit them with a deluge of rain. It happened suddenly and unexpectedly. They were soaked to the skin by the time they pulled out their tattered ponchos. Carver made the decision to stop for the night. O’Connor found a tiny rise that was slightly less muddy and they set up for the night.

      The rain lasted an hour and a half. They filled their canteens, then sat hunched under ponchos waiting for it to end. Finally, it stopped.

      It wasn’t like the rainstorms O’Connor was used to in Oregon where the rain started slowly, gained momentum then slackened and stopped. This rain stopped like someone had shut off a spigot. It was raining hard one second, the next it wasn’t raining at all. The trees dripped, and the rain water hissed as the warm air turned it to mist.

      The men opened cans of K-rations and ate until they were gone, scraping the bottoms. The hard patrolling took everything out of them and the foul tasting meals were full of life-sustaining calories.

      Sergeant Carver had two men on guard duty pulling hour long shifts. O’Connor’s turn came at 0100. He was nudged, and he was awake and alert instantly. His body needed sleep, but he didn’t allow himself a deep sleep. He teetered between the dream world and the real world, always ready for a fight. There’d be plenty of time for real sleep when they got back to their lines.

      He grabbed his rifle and followed Private Denn back to the spot he’d been on watch. He pointed, and O’Connor nodded and slid into the shallow foxhole. It wasn’t deep enough to cover his body, and he could see why they hadn’t dug it deeper, they’d hit rock. The bottom of the hole was covered in six inches of water. He cursed and decided he’d be better off out of the hole. He sat on the edge of it trying to get comfortable. There was thick brush he leaned against. He did so slowly, making no noise.

      He scanned the dark canopy over his head. It was sparser here, and he thought he could actually see stars. The cloud burst had moved on leaving clear skies. The blackness around him was complete. The air was warm and muggy, but tolerable. He sighed. The jungle can be a beautiful place.

      He stared into the nothingness. He was watching the trail they’d come in on. The rain had done a number on their trail. The sticky mud had turned to liquid and their tracks simply washed away.

      He thought about the last time they’d been out here. They’d been followed and the Japs attacked. The superior cover was the only reason they weren’t all killed. If something similar happened here, they wouldn’t have a chance. The only cover was the jungle itself which didn’t stop bullets as well as rocks.

      His hour passed quickly and without incident. He was about to move back the ten yards to wake Private Willy, when he heard something out of place. He froze and tried to see through the darkness. He felt the weight of his M1 in his hand. He aimed the muzzle toward the sound. His heart rate increased making him feel warm all over. He could hear it pounding in his ears. Something was out there, something big, like a soldier.

      He tried to control his breathing. The sound was not a normal jungle sound, something was coming and would be on him in a second. He was about to pull the trigger, but he wasn’t confident he was aiming in the correct spot. As soon as he shot he’d be lit up like times square on New Year’s Eve, and targeted. He had to make the shot count.

      The noise stopped. O’Connor doubted whatever it was could see him, he was a part of the bushes he leaned against, but he had the distinct feeling something was watching him. He strained to see into the gloom for some shape, something that didn’t fit. A minuscule movement caught his eye. It was low to the ground, lower than he’d been looking. He adjusted his aim and focused every fiber of his being at the spot. Another movement, only feet away. Sweat poured off his forehead and threatened to blind him.

      Then he saw eyes, glowing eyes nearly on the ground. He realized he wasn’t dealing with a soldier but a jungle animal. The thought didn’t make him feel better. The eyes stared straight at him. The beast looked ready to spring. O’Connor had his finger on the trigger and was applying gentle pressure.

      The eyes blinked and were suddenly gone. The shape in the dark disappeared as if it had never been there. He strained to see where it had gone. A hand pushed on his shoulder, and it was all O’Connor could do not fire. With a conscious effort, he released the trigger, and let out a long breath.

      Private Willy tensed and whispered, “What’s wrong? Japs?” he pulled his M1 to his shoulder and scanned the jungle, kneeling at the same time. His eyes were wide as he swept the area.

      O’Connor wiped his brow. “Shit, you scared the hell out of me, almost made me fire.” He shook his head and reached out to lower Willy’s muzzle. “There was something out there, something wild, not a Jap, but something more deadly.” Private Willy gave him a confused look and continued to stare into the jungle. “I think it must have been a Jaguar or maybe a panther.” He leaned back into the bush and let out another long breath. He tilted his head side to side, loosening his taut neck muscles. “Maybe a tiger. They have that kind of shit out here?”

      Private Willy shook his head, “I don’t know. Whatever it was is gone now. I’m here to relieve you. It’s my turn.”

      O’Connor shook his head, “I’ll stay here with you.” Willy looked at him like he was crazy. “If that thing comes back it’s better if there’s two of us.” He hugged his rifle and went prone onto his back. “Wake me if it shows up again, I’m gonna get some sleep.”
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      The night passed without further incident. O’Connor slept but was never deep. The guard changed and now Corporal Dawkins, the unit medic tapped his foot. “Starting to get light. Reckon we’ll be leaving soon, O’Connor?”

      Corporal O’Connor nodded and sat up and stretched. His back cracked as he moved it side to side. He rubbed his neck; he felt like he’d slept on a boulder garden. He stood and looked to where he’d seen the animal. He leveled his rifle and walked to the bushes that were beginning to glow a vibrant green with the morning light. He hunkered into a squat and slung his rifle. He pushed back the bushes looking for tracks. There was nothing there. He pushed his way further into the brush, but he could see nothing that would suggest a large animal.

      “Hey, what you looking for?” Dawkins whispered.

      O’Connor shook his head, “Nothing,” and moved back to the half dug foxhole. He looked back at the spot. Am I losing my mind? Was it some kind of jungle ghost? He decided he wouldn’t bring the incident up to anyone. He hoped Private Willy wouldn’t either.

      Over a K-ration breakfast of rice and beans, Carver and O’Connor pored over the map. It was old and suspect, but they both decided they had another mile and a half before they butted up against the Crown Prince Range. “Don’t forget about that smoke, Gomez saw. Should come across that area this morning.” O’Connor nodded. It wasn’t like him to be this quiet. “Something bothering you?”

      O’Connor looked up and shook his head. “Nope.” He unslung his rifle, “I’ll head out when you’re ready.”

      Sergeant Carver nodded. “We’re right behind you.”

      O’Connor went to the front of the line. They fidgeted and finished eating, and buried their K-rat garbage. O’Connor doubted the Japanese would be able to miss the fact that a force of American soldiers was in the area if they happened upon the spot; there were boot prints everywhere in the soft ground.

      O’Connor got to the front man, Private Willy, who grabbed his arm as he passed. “You find any tracks from that animal?”

      O’Connor sneered and shook his hand off. “Forget about it, my mind playing tricks.”

      Willy watched him pass and muttered just loud enough for him to hear, “Who shit in your soup?” O’Connor ignored him and pressed into the jungle.

      When he’d gotten twenty yards in front of the squad, he looked back. Nothing but jungle. He took a deep breath and thought about the yellow eyes he’d seen. He felt goose bumps on his neck and scalp. He shook his head, get your damned head in the game, slick.

      He tried to push the image from his mind, but it kept coming back to him every couple minutes. He thought he could feel the eyes piercing into his back, and he turned to catch it looking, but there was nothing there. He licked his lips, and swallowed against a dry throat. He crouched and wiped his brow. He’d come about a half mile and seen no sign of the enemy or the beast.

      He felt parched; he needed water. He looked back, he had time for a quick sip from his canteen. He pulled it out of his combat belt. He unscrewed the lid quickly and dropped it. The string holding the lid to the canteen kept it from falling to the ground but the metal lid smacked against the metal of the canteen. The chirps and clicks of the ever-present insects stopped for an instant. In the lull, O’Connor heard the distinct sound of humanity.

      He froze, the canteen halfway to his cracked lips. Moving only his eyes, he scanned the area. All he could see was jungle, but he could still hear the sound. Not voices, but activity, like a work crew, or an incautious foot patrol.

      He felt the presence of Private Willy coming through the jungle. Without looking back, O’Connor signaled him to stop and take cover. Willy sent the signal back and went prone with his M1 sticking out from his shoulder.

      O’Connor was still crouched trying to pinpoint the sound. Moving like a sloth, he put the canteen on the ground and eased himself onto his stomach. Every muscle ached with his slow movement, but he ignored the pain.

      When he was down, he stayed that way for over a minute. He looked back at Willy and signaled that he was moving forward to get a better look. Willy relayed the message and looked down the sights of the rifle.

      O’Connor pushed his way forward inch by inch until he was ten yards further into the bush. He could tell there was something ahead. He almost yelled out when there was a voice only yards from where he lay. It spoke Japanese. His bowels threatened to loose, and all color drained from his face. The enemy was right on top of him, but he still couldn’t see anyone.

      The voice came again, and this time he was able to pinpoint the source better. It was above him. There was a small cluster of tree trunks to his front. There must be a sniper in the tree.

      He waited for the bullet that would sever his spine. When it didn’t come, he moved his head until he was looking up. There was something different about the trees. He pushed a vine out of the way and realized what he was seeing. The trees weren’t trees at all, but part of a fence. The sniper in the tree was actually a soldier in a tower. He could just make out the barrel of a mounted machine gun barrel sticking out.

      He was far enough forward that the guard would only be able to see him if he happened to lean out and look down. The sight before him was so unexpected he had trouble comprehending what he was seeing. There was a stout fence, a manned guard tower and now Japanese soldiers with long rifles slung over their backs, walking the perimeter of the fence line. Beyond them, there were buildings, mostly thatch huts, but he thought the biggest one in the middle was lumber. What the hell is this place?

      He watched the camp, acutely aware that his squad would be wondering what the hell had happened to him. He was about to back his way out when he heard another voice that wasn’t in Japanese.

      From around the corner of the big building a man dressed in rags and thin as a rail was pleading with a Japanese soldier. O’Connor couldn’t tell what he was saying, but there was no doubt it was English.

      O’Connor squinted, trying to see better. The man in rags dropped to his knees with his hands together like he was praying, or begging. The Japanese soldier yelled and spat in his face then thumped him with the butt of his rifle. O’Connor heard the dull thunk of the wooden stock smashing into the man’s nose. The man yelled out and fell to the ground. The Japanese soldier kicked him in the ribs and yelled. The man struggled to get up, but he kept getting kicked.

      The front door of the building swung open, and two ghost-like wraiths scurried to the down man, and lifted him by the armpits. They dragged him through the door. The Japanese soldier yelled at them the entire time. When the door shut, another Japanese soldier yelled something from where he was walking the fence line, and both men laughed.
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      O’Connor informed Sergeant Carver what he’d found, and the squad retreated into the jungle to decide how to proceed. O’Connor thought they’d stumbled across a prisoner of war camp.

      While the men were spread out in a defensive circle, weapons facing the jungle, Carver and O’Connor discussed their options. Sergeant Carver said, “Our mission is to find the road, and my guess is it isn’t far from this POW camp. The Japs wouldn’t build this place in the middle of nowhere. They must have road access nearby. I bet the Japs have a slick little escape plan in case this place is discovered, and it would be easier to build the place if they could haul supplies in rather than hoofing it over the mountains.”

      O’Connor nodded. “So we go around it and find the road?”

      Carver shrugged and looked around at the men who were trying to listen in. “Yeah, I think that’s our best option.” O’Connor stared at the ground. “What’s the matter? You wanna bust ‘em out of there, don’t you?”

      O’Connor looked him in the eye. “Those men are walking skeletons. The fucking Japs are starving them. I doubt they’ll live much longer.”

      Carver punched the ground and seethed. “Goddammit, don’t you think I know that? Don’t you think I wanna go in there guns blazing and blow the holy hell out of ‘em? Make the mother-fuckers pay? Of course I do, but dammit that’s not the mission. They probably wouldn’t make it back to the hill anyway. We’d be hauling them along and probably end up KIA or captured and what good would that do?”

      O’Connor nodded, knowing he was right, but not liking it one bit. It never crossed O’Connor’s mind that Sergeant Carver was opting out because of cowardice. He respected him as a warrior and a leader, and while he didn’t like leaving fellow soldiers in the hands of the Japs, he also would never doubt Carver’s orders. “How you wanna proceed?”

      Carver bit his lower lip. “Take me there. I wanna check it out for myself.”

      O’Connor nodded and whispered to the radio-man, Private Palmer to pass the word. He motioned Carver to follow, and moved to the edge of the ring of soldiers. They crouch walked for thirty yards, then went to their stomachs and pulled themselves along the stinking jungle floor until they heard voices. Carver went up beside O’Connor who pointed.

      Like O’Connor, it took Carver a second to realize what he was seeing wasn’t more jungle, but an enemy camp. It was as though the Japanese had hacked it directly out of the jungle. He noticed the thick canopy protecting them from aerial spotters. They also hadn’t cut the jungle back from the fence line, which allowed them to get close, but also served to keep the camp hidden. They’d only found it because they almost tripped over it.

      Carver took the scene in quickly. He thought it would be easiest to get around by moving across the front side. The back was nudged up against a substantial hill which ended at the start of the Crown Prince Range. He studied the camp for five minutes and was about to turn back to the squad when he heard yelling. It was coming from the center of the compound. It was an agonizing scream full of hatred and pain, and it transfixed Carver as he searched for the source. The scream ended after what seemed an eternity. He glanced at O’Connor who was gnashing his teeth. He pointed.

      Carver couldn’t see what he was pointing at, until he leaned over. He could see the center of the camp. There was a row of men, most barely able to stand, dressed in rags which were falling off them. They looked to be trying to stand at attention. Every time one of them slouched or stumbled, a Japanese guard would whack them with a bamboo pole.

      The real spectacle, however, was in front of the prisoners and was the source of the scream. A Marine was on his knees facing an overweight officer who was yelling in his face. Another older officer stood behind the first with his hands clasped behind his back. The fat officer looked back occasionally, like looking for approval from an especially strict school teacher.

      The fat officer had something in his hand, something that glimmered in the morning sun. Carver thought it must be a short knife. From this distance, he couldn’t be sure, but he thought it was dripping blood. The son-of-a-bitch is cutting on him. The older officer said something to the fat officer who nodded and plunged the blade into the prisoner’s shoulder. The prisoner couldn’t protect himself with hands bound behind his back. He tried to lean back to avoid the thrust but the short three-inch blade sank into his shoulder, and another agonizing scream quieted the jungle animals and insects.

      Carver felt Corporal O’Connor tense beside him and he put a hand on his shoulder. “Easy does it, Corporal.”

      O’Connor spit, “That fat little fuck is going to kill him.”

      Sergeant Carver shook his head and seethed, “Savages.”

      The officer pulled the blade out of the prisoner’s shoulder and looked back at the officer again. The senior officer turned towards the line of swaying men and addressed them. They were too far to hear the word’s meanings, but they could tell he was speaking in broken English.

      The officer paced with his hands clasped. When he was halfway down the line, he lunged out with a clenched fist and smashed one of the prisoners in the face. The man dropped like a rag doll, and two guards were immediately beside him pulling him back to his feet. He swayed uneasily, and the guards retreated. When he started to drop again, another prisoner took his arm and tried to hold him up, but he was too weak and was losing his grip. Another prisoner went to his aid, and together they held the man upright.

      The officer turned and walked back to the bound prisoner. He grabbed him by the hair with his left hand and yelled something. With his right hand, he reached across his body and in a smooth practiced motion drew a curved Samurai sword from a scabbard. He held the blade over his head. It glimmered in the diffused jungle light.

      O’Connor and Carver tensed. O’Connor put his rifle to his shoulder, but Carver whispered, “No.”

      Like it was happening in slow motion, they watched the officer step back from the kneeling prisoner. He adjusted his bandy legs at shoulder width facing the side of the prisoner, who was looking at the ground, bleeding from multiple wounds.

      He brought the blade down so fast it blurred. The razor sharp blade barely slowed as it sliced through the prisoner’s thin neck. His head spun through the air and landed face down. It rolled to the side and spun to a stop. It settled, the cloudy eyes staring at the line of men. A moan went up from the prisoners, and a few bent over and threw up bile and rotten rice.

      Carver and O’Connor remained still, but it was all they could do not to rake the Japanese with gunfire. Corporal O’Connor looked at Carver whose eyes hardened. He could see hatred building in them like a stoked locomotive fire. O’Connor nodded. Carver had changed his mind.
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      Lieutenant Taro didn’t enjoy beating and humiliating the prisoners he was now in charge of, but he did enjoy the food. He’d seen the hut where they kept the food. He’d seen enough rice and meat to last a long time. For the first time since being on this forsaken island, he wasn’t hungry.

      The other men whispered out of earshot, poking fun at his weight. He let it happen and pretended not to notice. He was used to it; he’d been pudgy his whole life and teased about it for as long as he could remember. He always looked fat, even after being on half rations for months, he never seemed to lose the fat layer. With this new assignment he was putting on weight, and he couldn’t have been happier. Let them tease. They’d all die here anyway, but at least he’d die with a full belly.

      Lieutenant Shibata had left after a day of showing him how the camp worked and introduced him to the men. He’d motored off in the sidecar of one of the few motorcycles on this side of the mountain range. Lieutenant Taro didn’t know what Shibata’s new job would be, but he hoped it got the sadistic bastard killed.

      Major Kotani ran the camp with an iron grip. He was hard on the men and expected perfection in every aspect of their jobs. Lieutenant Taro was afraid of him like he was of most officers, but he was more afraid of Colonel Araki.

      When the captain tested him in front of the men that afternoon, he swallowed his disgust and did exactly what he was told. He avoided the young American Marine’s eyes as he thrust the knife blade into him over and over again, being sure not to hit vital organs. The screams the man produced grated on his nerves. It was surreal. He knew his dreams would be haunted for the rest of his short life. The feel of the blade slicing muscle and knicking bone was nauseating. He hid the revulsion by snarling and yelling at the Marine. He was as surprised as anyone when Major Kotani executed the prisoner. Lieutenant Taro realized he didn’t even know the Marine’s name.

      They made the Marines bury their comrade in two separate holes; one for the body the other for the head. A final insult heaped on top of their misery. Lieutenant Taro wondered if all the prisoners were to be executed, or would they be sent to the home islands to be used as slaves? He shrugged the thought away. The allies had cut them off from their main forces further north; there’d be no way to ship the Americans. The thought gave him pause, I wonder how long the food will last?

      He tried to push the gruesome events of the day out of his head. He looked at his watch, it was time for the evening meal, and he wasn’t going to be late.

      He entered the food hall and went to the officer’s low table. The enlisted men shared the canvas food tent, but there was a white silk curtain separating them from the officer section. He bowed to the table of officers. They were all sitting on their knees with pillows beneath.

      He was the most junior man of the four other officers. Major Kotani held the highest rank and was the camp commander. Under him was Captain Nagao. He was in charge of the guards and soldiers occupying the camp. The other was First Lieutenant Hara, assistant to Captain Nagoa. As a second Lieutenant, Taro was the low man and as the newest member, despised. His fat body didn’t help the other officer’s attitudes.

      He sat on his knees beside Lieutenant Hara, who scooted over to accommodate him. The pillow Lt. Taro kneeled on was old and tattered. He hadn’t sat at a proper table in months. It felt odd and foreign. He felt self-conscious about having his boots on at the dining table but this was war and they had to be ready at a moments notice. Some of the niceties of home got ignored at the front.

      A steaming pot of rice sat in the center of the table. Taro’s stomach growled when he noticed the pieces of pink meat in the rice. He wondered what kind it was, but thought it best not to inquire.

      The pot got passed, and the officers served themselves. Lieutenant Taro wondered why prisoners didn’t do the serving. It seemed a fine way to shame them while getting useful work out of them.

      Major Kotani noticed his new second lieutenant craning his neck around the room. “Looking for something, Lieutenant?”

      Lieutenant Taro’s face went crimson. He bowed his head and said, “I was looking to see if prisoners were being used to serve us food.”

      The other officers scowled and looked to Major Kotani who had a tight smile. “The stench would drive us out of the room and ruin our appetites.”

      Lieutenant Taro nodded, “I understand, sir.”

      Major Kotani continued. “We’ve found the prisoners to be wholly unappreciative of our care. Like a feral dog, they try to bite the very hand that feeds them.”

      The image of the young Marine’s severed head rolling around in the mud passed through Taro’s mind. A piece of rice went down the wrong pipe, and Lieutenant Taro couldn’t suppress a cough.

      Major Kotani looked hard at him. “You find something startling about my words?”

      Taro shook his head and got control of his cough. He kept his head down and said, “No, sir. I merely choked…”

      Major Kotani cut him off. “You’re offended by the killing today? Is that it?”

      Lieutenant Taro’s appetite left him, the food in his mouth no longer tasted succulent but turned bitter. He knew to speak any more would be folly, so he shook his head.

      Major Kotani slammed his balled fists onto the table making his plate jump. “Answer me, damn you!”

      “N, No sir. I wasn’t offended, sir.”

      Major Kotani stared at his cowed second lieutenant. After nearly a minute, which Lieutenant Taro visibly shook through, Kotani smiled. “Good. Be careful, the rice has bones in it, yes?” he roared with laughter at his joke. The other officers, taken aback at first, soon joined their commander and the room was full of laughing. Lieutenant Taro looked from officer to officer and let the laughter roll over him. His chuckle soon broke into a laugh. He decided he’d do everything possible to stay out of Major Kotani’s way; the man was obviously out of his mind.
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      Sergeant Carver’s plan was simple. When darkness came, Private Willy and Private Gomez would sneak close and climb trees that would give them a line of sight to the tower guards. The rest of the squad would be broken up into two teams separated by fifty yards. At exactly 0430 hours, when it was just getting light, the guard tower soldiers would be taken out. That would be the signal for the teams to assault their assigned section of fence with grenades.

      Team one, led by Sergeant Carver, would cover team two, led by Corporal O’Connor. Team two would capture and occupy the nearest guard tower. They’d turn the Nambu machine gun inward and rake the responding troops. Then team one would break into the center building and free the prisoners and get the hell out of there.

      The men listened in silence to the whispered briefing. After hearing what happened to the hapless Marine they didn’t question the wisdom of assaulting a superior force of unknown size. They were as outraged as O’Connor and Carver. No one asked how they were going to escape with a bunch of malnourished Marines through miles of thick, muddy jungle, but they were all thinking about it.

      Once Carver was done briefing them, and the men knew their jobs, they went back to defending their perimeter. Carver could feel the tension in the air; it was thick as jungle fog. The men stayed quiet as they made certain their gear was in order. Once it got dark, the job would be much harder.

      O’Connor took Private Gomez and Private Willy to the edge of the camp to scope out likely trees. It wasn’t as easy as he thought. There were plenty of trees, but few were easy to climb. Most were huge and towering with their branches starting high up the tree. They finally found two likely trees, but neither was perfect. The one Private Gomez would climb looked to be partially dead. Gomez would have to go slow, careful not to break branches and make noise. Private Willy’s tree was alive and thriving, but it was far away from the target guard tower. It would be a hard shot in the best of conditions, and he’d be shooting in low light. It was their best option though, so they tied a rope to the bases and slithered back to their lines trailing the rope. It was exposed, but they doubted it would be discovered by a Japanese patrol in the darkness, and it was the only way they’d be able to find their way back to the trees.

      When O’Connor returned, he found Sergeant Carver and sat beside him. Carver was cleaning his Thompson in the fading evening light. “We’re doing the right thing. Those Marines deserve better than that.”

      Sergeant Carver nodded. “Sure as hell no way for a man to die.”

      “What happens when we get back to our lines? The LT’s gonna shit a brick when he finds out you went against orders, especially knowing we’re probably close to finding the road.”

      Carver finished putting the Thompson back together and checked the action. It was smooth, and the sound of greased parts moving in perfect sync was satisfying. He aimed down the barrel and said, “That’s a big assumption, us getting back to our lines with a bunch of prisoners.” O’Connor spit and grinned. Carver continued, “I’ll be happy to face whatever the little prick throws at me. Hell, Leavenworth would feel like a vacation after this place.”

      O’Connor laughed and started to move away, but Carver grabbed his sleeve. Carver said, “If this shit goes sour, take as many men as you can and get the hell outta here. We’re gonna wake up a whole lotta Japs when the fireworks go off. The quicker we leave, the better.”

      O’Connor smiled, “No shit, Sarge.” Carver’s face flared for an instant but it passed as he watched his insolent corporal disappear into the jungle. He pursed his lips, hoping he wasn’t seeing him for the last time. He’d lost a lot of men and each time it happened it hurt, but Corporal O’Connor had been with him through his darkest hours. Losing him would be hard to take.
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      The night crept by as Sergeant Carver went over the plan in his head. It wasn’t great, there were a lot of loose ends, but it was the best he could come up with without detailed schematics of the POW camp’s layout and defenses. He tried for some sleep, but it was impossible with his mind going a mile a minute.

      At midnight he moved forward and found Private Willy. He was curled up, snoring softly. Carver nudged him, trying to pull him out of sleep gently. It was never a good idea to wake a veteran soldier any other way. As soon as he touched him, Willy’s eyes opened, and Carver could see him focusing. He whispered, “It’s time for you to climb your tree, Willy.” He nodded and went from sleep to combat ready in an instant. Carver said, “I’ll be right back. I’ll find Gomez, and we’ll move out together.”

      Willy nodded and rolled to his knees with his M1 pointed into the jungle. Minutes passed before Sergeant Carver was beside him again with Private Gomez and Corporal O’Connor. Private Willy had to borrow a watch, the one he’d taken off the wrist of a dead Japanese soldier no longer kept accurate time. Private First Class Daniels had two, so he let Willy borrow one.

      The four of them moved through the rest of the squad. No one was sleeping. They found the ropes and followed them to the first tree. They were ten yards from the POW camp’s fence line. The guard tower was twenty yards to the right. This was the most dangerous tree because of the proximity and all the dead branches. Gomez was the better climber, so this was his tree.

      Gomez flashed a toothy smile and without a word scampered up. The others watched him climb, ready to cover him if he drew the attention of the tower guard. Their fears were unfounded. He got into position in the crook of a large branch without making a sound.

      They went back the way they’d come, found the second rope and followed it to Willy’s tree. He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. He wasn’t nearly the climber Private Gomez was. He wasn’t looking forward to the climb.

      Sergeant Carver hadn’t picked him for his climbing prowess, but for his uncanny ability with the M1. He slung his rifle and O’Connor weaved his fingers together and leaned down to give him a step up. Willy put his muddy boot in O’Connor’s hands and whispered a one, two, three count, and lunged to the first branch. He pulled himself up and looked down. They could barely see him tip his helmet. They watched as he climbed. He was slower and less sure than Gomez, but he made progress and eventually was out of sight.

      When they didn’t hear him anymore, they followed the rope back to the squad. By the time they got back, it was time for the squad to break into teams and move into their assault positions.

      Sergeant Carver was in the center of the men. He could barely see them. He whispered, “It’s crucial we get in and out quickly. When you hear those rifles, blow the fence and get inside. Hopefully we’ll catch the Japs with their pants down. Any questions?” The men were silent. “Okay then, let’s move out.”

      O’Connor took point as usual. He moved with caution. The last thing they needed was to tip off the sentries and lose the element of surprise.

      They were in position at 0345, forty-five minutes before the snipers would take their shots. Sergeant Carver sent O’Connor, Daniels, and Grant forward with three grenades and a small spool of wire.

      The three soldiers left their rifles with the squad. They belly crawled up to the fence. The nearest guard tower was thirty yards to their left. They were under the sentry’s line of sight. They were invisible unless the guard decided to look down the length of the fence beneath him. They hoped the late hour would put the guard off his vigilance.

      There was nothing but the sound of the jungle. O’Connor strained to hear the guard priming his Nambu machine gun, but it didn’t happen. He reached down and pulled the single grenade and worked the pin out, careful not to release the lever. He could hear the other two doing the same, but ignored them. If anyone messed up, they’d all pay the price.

      He placed the end of the wire, which he’d bent into a lasso shape, around the lever and placed it next to the fence. The lever faced away from him; he had the wire running beneath the grenade. The wire was four feet long. At the end, he’d shaped another loop and tied thread they’d borrowed from the medical kit to it.

      He looked for the others and could barely see them in the gloom. The night was changing to morning, but full light was still a half hour away. He backed away, careful not to snag the line and accidentally pull the wire. He moved into the jungle until he could hide behind the base of a tree. He was mere yards from the grenade, but the jungle was thick, and the tree stout. He hoped it was enough to protect him from shrapnel.

      The entire plan depended on the grenades opening a hole in the fence. They only needed a small hole to dash through, but if it failed, they’d have to cut through with knives while the Japanese woke up. There was no use worrying, it would either work or it wouldn’t.

      He watched the other two men slink into cover. They played out their lines like they were hand fishing for trout. TNT trout, he grinned. He checked his watch, twenty more minutes until show time.
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      Private Willy was worried. He sighted down his rifle trying to pick out shapes in the distant guard tower, but the darkness made it impossible. Willy looked at his watch for the hundredth time, twenty more minutes. If it didn’t get significantly lighter, he wouldn’t be able to see his target. He patted his ammo belt. If I can’t see it, I’ll lay so much fire on him, he’ll be too scared to open up with the MG.

      He was happy with his spot. It was a little far from the tower, but he was in a good firing position. He was laid out on a thick branch with the barrel of his M1 resting in a perfect natural notch. The thick leaves would make it almost impossible to be seen. It was a perfect sniping tree.

      As the minutes ticked by, the jungle turned from dark to semi-light. Willy barely noticed the change until he sighted down his weapon and lo and behold, he could see the Japanese sentry. Had he always been there, or was he up and moving around now? He decided it didn’t matter, he could see his target, and was confident he could take him down.

      He took the watch off and put it in front of him. He could barely see the luminescent dials ticking towards 0430. With only five minutes to go the watch moved slightly. He wondered if he’d imagined it, then it moved again and was threatening to fall off the tree. He lunged, but it was too late, the watch slid off and ticked its way through the branches to it’s resting place in the mud. Willy cursed under his breath. He noticed a large centipede moving along the branch where the watch used to be. He flicked the damned thing off the branch. He thought about the time and convinced himself it had been five minutes until showtime. He started counting to three hundred.

      He pulled the stock tight into his cheek and regulated his breathing with his counting. When he got to two hundred fifty, he let his finger feel the trigger a fraction more. The sentry was as still as a statue. Five seconds, he applied pressure, and the M1 jumped in his hand. He fired off three more shots in quick succession. He was confident his first shot had put the soldier out of commission.

      To his right he heard Gomez firing, damned spic better not miss at that range. There was a quick series of dull thuds, the grenades blowing the fence. He kept his sights on the guard tower. Satisfied that he’d taken out his man he pivoted the barrel towards the camp.

      There was a thin layer of wispy fog on the ground. Nothing moved inside, and for an instant, he wondered if the Japs left during the night, but then a soldier with no shirt on burst around the corner of the prisoner barracks, his long Arisaka rifle leading the way. He looked disoriented and swung his rifle looking for a target.

      Willy grinned as he put his sight on the man’s chest and pulled the trigger twice. The Japanese soldier’s chest exploded, and a plume of red mist exited his back. His rifle flew into the air; he was dead before it landed on top of him.

      More targets came from the back of the camp. Private Willy moved from target to target putting soldiers down with each shot. He heard the machine gun from the tower to his right open up and for a second the sound of the dreaded Nambu struck fear in him. He relaxed when he saw the yellow tracers streaking not at him, but into the camp. He watched as Japanese soldiers spun and were flung back as the machine gun swept over them.

      He laughed out loud, like shooting fish in a barrel. He looked for more targets, but the MG had taken care of most of them. Movement from the corner of his eye got his attention. He moved his rifle back towards the guard tower. Two soldiers were scrambling up the ladder. He took a breath, let it out and shot the top man through the neck. The soldier held on for a second then fell backward into the man behind him, who peeled off the ladder and went down with the dead man on top of him. Willy emptied his clip into the pile and thumbed in another.

      He could see more soldiers at the corner of a thatched building getting ready to make a run for the tower. He was about to open fire when three soldiers went prone and started hosing his tree down. Bullets buzzed and smacked into the tree all around him. He put his head down but realized they’d make the tower and fire on the squad if he didn’t get the best of them.

      He steeled himself and sighted down his rifle ignoring the bullets knocking leaves and debris onto his back. The three soldiers were prone, but exposed. He willed himself to take his time and fired off all eight rounds in quick succession. The clip pinged telling him he was dry.

      He ducked down and inserted another and went back to firing position. He couldn’t tell if he’d killed the three, but he did see a soldier disappear into the tower. There was another halfway up. Willy shot him off the ladder with shots to his legs and gut.

      The machine gun barrel move his way. He had a decision to make. He’d be filled full of holes if the gunner let loose at his tree. He leveled the M1 and fired off five rounds before he saw the muzzle flash aimed at him. He pushed back to the trunk of the tree and held the M1 to his chest. The tree seemed to come alive as it filled with 7.7mm rounds.

      He held his breath as countless rounds whizzed by him. As suddenly as it started, it stopped. The Nambu had found another, more urgent target. Private Willy took a breath and felt his heart trying to pound its way out of his chest. He peeked around the trunk and saw the heavy MG sweeping towards the squad who were making their way to the prisoner barracks.

      The squad was working the cover, bounding forward while others covered. Any second the MG would open up on them. He lunged to his firing position trying to find his shot. The branches and leaves had made a mess, and he couldn’t see clearly. He could make out the barrel swinging, but it passed over the squad and was aiming into the camp. Has it been captured? I didn’t see anyone get that close. Then he realized what was about to happen. The MG was going to open up on the prisoner barracks.

      Private Willy struggled to clear the branches. The MG opened up, and he watched the bullets slam into the wooden sides of the barracks. The gunner swept back and forth. The stout wood stopped most of the bullets but great chunks were flying off, and he had no doubt men were dying inside.

      He pulled the last branch out of his way and sighted down the barrel. The MG was blazing away, and he could see the gunner’s head just above the tower wall. He fired three shots, and the head dropped out of sight. The MG barrel aimed to the sky and stopped firing.

      Private Willy’s hatred for the Japanese threatened to boil over. He searched for more targets wanting just one more kill, one more act of revenge, but there was no one alive. He covered his squad as they busted down the door of the barracks and ran inside. Soon they were coming out with men draped over their shoulders, bleeding men.

      He saw a flash of someone in a white tank top near the back of the camp. The soldier was wearing an officer’s cap and was holding a pistol in one hand and a satchel in the other. He was bigger than most Japanese Willy had seen. Thought these bastards were starving? The angle wasn’t good, so he adjusted his body to bring the M1 to bear. He was about to shoot when the officer moved to the corner and disappeared. In frustration, Willy fired off two rounds where he’d been.

      He cursed and decided it was time to get out of the tree and back with his squad. He went down the tree much faster than he went up. He nearly fell the last ten feet and was only saved by a lucky branch grab. He ran along the fence line until he found the breach from the grenades. It was a sizable hole, enough for the entire squad to fit through at the same time.

      He ran with his rifle at the ready and crossed the open ground to the door of the barracks. He stepped aside as Private Grant moved past him carrying a wounded prisoner. He put his hand on his shoulder. “Anymore inside?”

      Private Grant shook his head, “No one alive.”

      Willy went in anyway. The stench of the place almost made him gag. The rot mixed with the cordite and blood was almost too much. He put his arm over his nose and walked to the center. There were bodies sprawled in grotesque death poses. Some were still in their filthy bunks their dead eyes staring. He thought about the gunner purposely gunning them down. That fat fucking officer, that’s who ordered it.

      He stumbled outside feeling sick to his stomach. Sergeant Carver was getting the survivors ready to move. There were only four that hadn’t been wounded or killed by the MG. The wounded were in bad shape. Private Willy had seen enough combat to know when a man was past the point of no return and these gyrenes weren’t going to make it very far. That’s for Carver to figure out.

      He put his hand on Carver’s shoulder. “The officer that ordered the MG to open up on them got away. I saw him moving that way. I’m going after him.”

      Carver looked at Willy’s red eyes and nodded, “Take Gomez and Hans, but make it quick, were leaving in the next ten minutes.” Willy nodded, grabbed Gomez and Hans and went looking for the officer.
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        * * *

      

      When the shooting started, Lt. Taro awakened from a fitful dream involving the headless Marine stalking him. He lay on his back listening to the noise, trying to figure out what he was hearing. It continued, and he sat up in the cot and swung his feet onto the dirt floor. There was a flash from the fence line, then he heard the distinct sound of bullets smacking into wood. His eyes went wide as he realized the camp was under attack. His first instinct was to hide. He looked around the sparse thatch hut, but there was no decent cover.

      Colonel Araki’s voice exploded in his brain, ‘do not fail me again.’ He was scared to fight the enemy but terrified to fail Colonel Araki. He steeled his nerves and pulled on his boots. The gunfire got more intense as he heard a type 92 machine gun firing. He hoped it stopped whatever force was attacking.

      He pulled the pistol from his belt. He didn’t have time to put his khaki shirt over the white tank top he’d been sleeping in, but put on his soft cap with the lieutenant’s bars, as he left the shack. It was just getting light, but he could still make out muzzle flashes near the front of camp. He was about to charge that way when he remembered the documents Colonel Araki had sent with him. The Americans are after the documents.

      He stopped in the dimness and tried to orient himself. He’d only been in the camp a few days and wasn’t completely comfortable. The machine gun opened up again, and he realized it wasn’t shooting at the attackers. He watched as three soldiers spun and dropped, their bodies spouting blood and gore. He raised his pistol and fired a shot that had no chance of hitting anything but air. It gave him courage, and he ran to the headquarters tent.

      He tripped on a line holding the canvas tight. He picked himself off the ground and ran through the front flap. No one was there. Have they fled? He heard yelling coming from the battle and recognized Major Kotani’s voice. He was waving his pistol exhorting his men to attack. He could see three soldiers run out and throw themselves on the ground shooting at something he couldn’t see. Then two more soldiers took off like Olympic track stars to the guard tower. He silently cheered them on as they went up the ladder. The first one made it but the second suddenly jolted and fell off the ladder screaming.

      He watched, wondering if he should join the fray. No, I will stay here and guard the documents. He felt relief at his decision. He wasn’t a warrior; he’d only get in the way. He searched the room and found the satchel. He lifted it, but it felt empty. Is it my place to look inside? He heard the second machine gun fire. The soldier was giving the enemy a dose of their own medicine. He looked around then opened the top of the satchel. It was empty. He looked on the table and saw a map laid out with lines, dates, and units. He’d never been a good tactician, but he could recognize a battle plan when he saw one. This must be the document. I’ll keep it out unless the battle turns against us.

      He went back to the tent flap and realized he didn’t have his pistol. He ran back into the tent and saw it on the table. He cursed his stupidity and returned to watch the battle.

      He heard Major Kotani yelling and trying to get the attention of the machine gunner in the tower. The gunner stopped, and he could hear Kotani ordering him to shoot the prisoners. Lieutenant Taro gulped against a dry throat. If the major was ordering them killed the battle must be going worse than he thought.

      The chattering of the second machine gun stopped. Most of the firing was from M1s and the occasional hammering of a Thompson and the zipping of the first Nambu. Are the men dead? The thought made his bowels loosen. He could still hear Major Kotani exhorting soldiers into the fray.

      Lieutenant Taro decided it was time to secure the documents particularly now that he knew their contents. It would be disastrous for the Americans to get their hands on the plans. He scooped up the documents and folded them into the satchel. He threw the long strap over his shoulder and ran away from the battle.

      In his hurry, he went the wrong way. He came to the corner of the prisoner barracks and tried to stop. He skidded into the open. He could see American soldiers running towards the barracks. He stood transfixed then shook himself from the trance and sprang back behind the corner as bullets slammed past the spot he’d been standing. He leaned against the building and closed his eyes at the close call. He felt the weight of the bag. He had to get out of the compound.

      He remembered the troop truck he’d seen parked under cover in the far corner. He’d inquired to Lieutenant Shibata about it, and he’d told him it was not to be used until the attack started. They didn’t want to tip the Americans off that they’d built roads on this side of the mountains. If he could get to it, he could drive through the front gate and be away from the enemy in minutes. This far behind their lines there was no way they’d pursue him. When he showed up on Colonel Araki’s doorstep with the saved plans, he was sure his use of the truck would be forgiven.

      With the plan in his head, he took off running to the other side of the camp and the truck. Within a few feet he was breathing hard, and sweat was pouring off him in tiny streams.
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        * * *

      

      Private Willy led Private Gomez and Hans to the back corner of the barracks where he’d last seen the Japanese officer. He went around the corner, his rifle leading, but the officer wasn’t there. He signaled the men to follow. He doubted he’d gone far.

      They trotted down the back of the camp searching between each thatch hut before moving on. Private Willy had the feeling the officer wanted to get away, not make a last stand. He didn’t look like the suicidal kind, so he didn’t bother searching the huts. He was coming to the end of the camp though, and he’d seen no sign of the officer.

      He went to the final hut and standing in the doorway was a Japanese soldier looking the other way. Willy instinctively dropped to his knee and fired two shots into the soldier’s back. Gomez and Hans had their weapons ready, but no more Japanese appeared. Willy thought maybe the guy was guarding something. He scooted to the front door and heard grunting. He made eye contact with Gomez and Hans and indicated he’d go in on the count of three. One, two, three, he went into the hut and fired at moving shapes. He fired from the hip, and moved left allowing the others to come through. They came in firing blindly in the dark room.

      When their eyes adjusted they saw two officers on the ground the older one, a major had a short sword sticking from his gut. His chest was seeping bright blood from a bullet wound. His eyes were dead. The other officer clutched his own gut. His hands covered in blood and bits of flesh. His bowels, the color of maggots, were threatening to spill through his fingers. He chewed his lower lip as he watched the Americans approach.

      Private Gomez raised his rifle to put the officer out of his misery, but Private Willy pushed his barrel to the ground. “You see what he did to the prisoners? Let him suffer.” He searched the rest of the building and said. “He’s not here.”

      Private Hans asked, “Who?”

      “The officer I saw at the barracks, the fat one, he’s not here.” An engine started nearby. Private Willy ran to the door pushing his way past Gomez and Hans. “That’s gotta be him.” He ran out of the hut and turned the corner to the back of the camp. He saw a big troop truck pulling out from a camouflage cover. He saw the fat officer at the wheel. He was concentrating and didn’t see Willy and his rifle.

      Willy drew a bead on the officer’s head and was about to pull the trigger when he heard Sergeant Carver yelling, “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot!”

      Willy looked over his shoulder and saw Carver running full speed at the truck. Willy pulled his gun down and watched Carver flash by him and close the distance to the truck in seconds. Carver jumped onto the side step next to the driver. The Japanese officer’s eyes went wide and he tried to bring his pistol to bear, but Carver punched him with a brutal right cross. Carver grabbed the pistol and threw it out, then opened the door and kicked the reeling officer to the passenger side. He slammed the brakes, and the officer’s head slammed into the dashboard, knocking him out.

      Carver kept the engine running and yelled at the gaping Private Willy. “Get the rest of the squad and the prisoners; I just secured our way out of here.”
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      Sergeant Carver sat in the window seat of the Japanese troop transport with his Thompson between his knees. Beside him, Private Willy was grinning like a crazy man. Corporal O’Connor was at the wheel studying the clutch and gears. It looked to be like any other truck he’d ever driven, only bigger. The rest of the squad along with five freed Marine prisoners and one unconscious Japanese officer trussed up like a hog, sat on the bench seats under the canvas top in the back.

      Sergeant Carver couldn’t believe their luck. He hadn’t lost a single man during the attack. The only casualties were the prisoners. There weren’t many left. Four emaciated Marines killed along with the lone native. Two of the others were mortally wounded, and Carver doubted they’d make it far.

      O’Connor looked across the cab at Sergeant Carver. “Where to?”

      Carver pointed straight ahead. “I don’t think we’ve got much choice. There’s only one road, and I’m sure it runs straight into Japs. We’ll get ourselves away from this area then head out on foot.”

      O’Connor nodded and gunned the engine. The big diesel revved like it was eager to go. O’Connor pushed the clutch in and put it into what he hoped was first gear. It groaned and shrieked but finally notched into place. O’Connor let his foot off the clutch, and the big rig lurched forward. He steered straight ahead toward the front gate area.  O’Connor motored towards it and looked over at Carver wondering if he should stop or bust through. The answer came when a Japanese soldier sprang out from behind a hut and fired his snub nosed machine pistol. A few rounds found the truck and thumped into the metal siding, sounding like a ball peen hammer.

      O’Connor yelled, “Hold on!” and mashed the gas pedal to the floor, shifting into second gear. A second later the truck smashed into the stout front gate. The impact yanked the truck to the left as the gate swung open. O’Connor corrected, trying to keep the truck on the road. He thought they’d careen into the jungle, but the gate ripped off the hinge point and shattered, releasing its grip. He got control and could hear the men in back firing at the lone soldier. There were no mirrors to see if they’d hit him.

      The road was narrow, barely able to accommodate them. There were few straight sections, and each corner O’Connor expected to plow into a Jap vehicle. “How far you want me to go?”

      Carver considered, “We’ll go a mile or so.” He looked at his watch. “We’ll stop in three or four minutes, that’ll be about right.”

      Two minutes later the truck maneuvered around a corner and before O’Connor could react, slammed into a Japanese soldier on a motorcycle. The soldier was as surprised as they were. He only had a half a second to react, but it was too late.

      O’Connor didn’t slow, and the motorcycle slammed into the metal bumper, launching the Japanese soldier into the grille. The truck lurched and bounced as it rode over the carnage.

      Carver yelled to the men in the back. “Brace yourselves we’ve got Japs coming down the road.”

      O’Connor looked at him. “We do?”

      Carver pointed, and sure enough, there was a jeep with a mounted machine gun coming straight for them. O’Connor had no place to go. There were no turnouts, so he did the only thing he could do, he pushed the pedal to the floor and shifted into third. The jeep skidded to a stop, and the soldier in the back stood behind the machine gun and primed it. The driver’s eyes went wide when he realized he was about to be rammed. He dove out the side into the jungle. The gunner was bringing the muzzle to bear. O’Connor knew he would get a few shots off before he rammed him. “Get down!” he yelled.

      He ducked but kept the truck pointed straight ahead. The sound of the machine gun was like a buzz saw. Bullets thumped into the grille, and the windshield shattered, raining down on them. The impact with the jeep sounded like the end of the world as metal mangled and crushed.

      The sudden deceleration threw them into the dashboard, and they fell to the floor in heaps. The truck rolled to a stop. The only sound from the engine was the ticking and hissing as the radiator fluid spilled onto it.

      O’Connor was the first to lift his head. Through the shattered windshield he could see the barrel of the machine gun pointing to the sky. A thin stream of smoke wafted into the jungle canopy. The gunner was nowhere in sight. He slapped Willy on the shoulder, “We’ve gotta get outta here in case there’s fire. Get Carver and come out my side, that driver’s still out there.”

      Private Willy shook the cobwebs out of his dazed head, and he nodded. He shook Sergeant Carver who brushed him aside. “I heard, I heard. I’m coming.” He held his head, “Feel like I got slugged by a giant.” His hand came away wet with blood.

      Private Willy asked, “You okay? You’re bleeding.”

      Carver looked at him and smiled through blood stained teeth, “No shit.”

      O’Connor had to kick the door three times before it finally opened. He slid out with his M1 ready and waved the others out. Willy was halfway out when Carver grabbed his shoulder. “What’s this?”

      Willy looked behind him. Carver was holding up a satchel covered in blood. Willy shrugged then remembered. “The fat Jap officer was carrying that. He must’ve stowed it under the seat when he tried to drive outta here. Forgot all about it.” His eyes went wide. “It’s probably important; we should bring it.”

      Carver sneered, “No shit.”

      O’Connor went to the front of the truck to survey the damage while Willy and Carver went to check on the men. O’Connor nearly fired his weapon when he saw what must have been the machine gunner. He was plastered to the front of the grille. His shoulder firmly wedged into the grille slats and the side of his face caved in partially enveloping one of the slats. His bulging eyes were rolled to the back of his head. He hardly looked human.

      He was brought back from his trance when he saw movement in the jungle beside the jeep. He remembered the Jap driver and brought his M1 to his shoulder.

      There was a flash of uniform running straight away through the jungle. He centered his back in his sights and was pulling the trigger when the soldier dropped out of sight. His shot missed. He waited for another chance, but he never saw him again. He contemplated chasing him but didn’t relish hunting a man who was scared and probably armed. He heard Sergeant Carver calling for help. He took one last look and jogged to the back of the transport.
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        * * *

      

      The crash hadn’t done wonders for the men in the back, particularly the prisoners. The two seriously wounded Marines were dead, and the other three looked shell-shocked. The squad members had fared better, but Private Palmer and Private Crofter were both holding bandages to their heads. Corporal Dawkins, was wrapping their wounds.

      “How are they, Doc?” Sergeant Carver asked.

      Dawkins didn’t stop working. “They were sitting in front and slammed into the cab. They’ll be okay but will probably have terrible headaches.” He glanced at Carver who had a similarly gushing head wound. “I’ll get to you next, Sarge.”

      “I’m fine. Head wounds bleed a lot.”

      Dawkins nodded, “They always do, but I’ll wrap it, keep it from dripping into your eyes.”

      Carver shrugged and nodded. “Just so it doesn’t hold us up. I’m sure that was only the first part of a reaction force, more Japs’ll be coming any second. We gotta be long gone by then.”

      Dawkins worked fast while the men got themselves ready to move. Private Grant called. “What about the Jap? Should we kill him or take him with us?”

      Sergeant Carver had forgotten all about him. “Leave him, we’ve got what he was carrying.” Carver held up the satchel. The officer was sitting in the truck bed trying to clear his head. He was woozy and swayed slightly side to side. When Carver held up the satchel his eyes widened, and he tried to get up, but a rifle butt knocked him back down. Carver grinned. “We’ve gotta get this back, it’s obviously important, that Jap’s about to shit himself.”

      Private Willy came up beside Sergeant Carver, “No use letting him live; he’ll tell his buddies which way we went.” Carver scowled at him. This man is pure hatred. “I’ll do it quiet if you like.” He reached for his K-bar knife.

      Carver shook his head. “I’m not killing a prisoner. Make sure he can’t get loose, gag him and put something over his head.” Private Willy’s eyes lit up. Carver barked, “Something he can breathe through.”

      Willy turned away and spat. Private Grant did as Sergeant Carver ordered. When he finished, the officer was bound up tight. He couldn’t talk, see or move. If his comrades didn’t find him, he’d die of thirst and heat exhaustion within the hour. Carver took one last look at him and shook his head. Thought these sons-of-bitches were starving. This one looks like my cousin Peter. An image of his overweight cousin jumping into the lake during a warm summer day flashed through his mind. It seemed like it happened on another planet in another century.

      O’Connor was watching the road with his rifle ready. He yelled over his shoulder. “Which way, Sarge?”

      He pointed east. “We’ll head east and hopefully find our old path. We’ll be able to move faster once were on familiar ground. Find us a good way off this road, Corporal.”

      O’Connor nodded and jogged down the road. He found a break in the jungle and motioned the squad. The three Marines had sidearms, but they were so weak they couldn’t hold them. They stuffed them into their waistbands, happy to have a way to defend themselves.

      Sergeant Carver signaled for O’Connor to wait and went to the back of the truck to take one last look at the Japanese officer. He was sweating profusely but hadn’t moved. Private Grant had done a good job.

      He knew it wouldn’t take long for the Japanese to find their trail, but he didn’t want to make it any easier for them.

      Back with O’Connor, he pointed at Private Willy. “Take point.” O’Connor looked at him like he’d lost his mind. Carver addressed O’Connor. “I want you to stay back and set those grenade traps. It’ll slow those bastards down, give us more of a chance.”

      O’Connor smiled like a devil. “I’ll collect the squad’s grenades…good idea.”

      Carver motioned the men to follow Willy. He put the three Marines in the middle of the squad with men on either side of them for support. Carver hadn’t heard them say more than a few words; they seemed to be in shock with the whole situation.

      Sergeant Carver took one last look down the road and signaled Willy to move out. Willy nodded, licked his lips and moved into the jungle.
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      Colonel Araki glared at the newly arrived Lieutenant Shibata. He knew no one would disturb his sleep unless they had a damned good reason. He sat up in bed and scowled at the bowing Lieutenant. He was new, which automatically made him the bearer of bad news.

      Colonel Araki rubbed the sleep from his eyes then his aching leg. He could hardly walk unless he rubbed his leg a few minutes to get the blood flowing. Every time he felt the pain his hatred for the Americans grew hotter. He growled, “What is it, Lieutenant?”

      Lieutenant Shibata came out of his bow and held out a piece of paper. “This just came over the radio. It’s urgent, sir.”

      “Just tell me what it says, damn you.”

      He bowed again and opened the paper. He’d heard the transmission and didn’t need to read it. “It’s from Major Kotani at the prisoner camp. They’re under attack.” Colonel Araki’s head snapped up. “He doesn’t know the force size, but he’s in danger of being overrun.”

      Colonel Araki was standing. He found his cane and walked to the door as fast as his injured leg would allow. He took the paper and quickly scanned it. “Get a reaction force assembled immediately.”

      Lieutenant Shibata turned and ran to get men ready for combat. He was glad to be away from the fuming colonel.

      Colonel Araki went back inside and put on his uniform and boots. He slammed his fist on the rickety desk. Do the Americans know about the battle plans? No, impossible. They’re trying to free the prisoners. They’re on another one of their Hollywood quests. He planned on throwing everything he had at them. Losing the prisoners wouldn’t be a problem, but losing the battle plans could prove disastrous. He had to make sure they were safe.

      Once dressed he went outside. The men were hustling around trying to get their gear ready. He saw Captain Tagami yelling and giving orders. Colonel Araki called to him, and he stopped what he was doing and went to his commander and saluted. “How close are you to getting a reaction force to the camp?”

      Captain Tagami replied, “The main force will be ready in minutes. I have two troop trucks. I can have thirty soldiers there in twenty minutes. I’ve already sent out a three man squad on a motorcycle, and a jeep with a mounted machine gun. Lieutenant Shibata volunteered to be the gunner. If the Americans are trying to escape the squad will be able to stall them until we arrive in force.”

      Colonel Araki nodded. “Good. I want you leaving in the next five minutes.”

      Captain Tagami saluted and went back to organizing his force. Minutes later the trucks were filled with troops and trundling along the newly constructed road towards the camp. Colonel Araki called for his jeep; he’d follow along and oversee the operation.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Tagami was in the lead truck beside a sergeant and the driver. Even though the road was new, it was already full of ruts and muddy puddles, despite not being used often. He urged the driver ever faster, and the men held on the best they could.

      He figured they were a couple of Kilometers from the camp when they came around a curve, and the driver stood on the brakes. The truck following was a fraction too late and slammed into the back. The soldiers were first thrown forward then flung back. The two men in the back of the first truck were flung out and landed on the hood of the second truck.

      Captain Tagami had been studying a map and started to cuss the driver until he saw the carnage blocking the road. It was obvious what had happened. The jeep he’d sent out was crumpled against a troop truck. Smoke still wafted into the air from the dead vehicles. He jumped out, and his feet sank into the mud. He yelled for the men to disembark and set up a perimeter.

      He waved a squad forward to investigate. He walked with them, his Nambu pistol drawn and ready. There was no sign of the motorcycle he’d sent, and he only saw one body. He studied the man planted in the truck grille and realized it was Lieutenant Shibata.

      There was yelling from the back of the wreck. They’d found something. He jogged past the cab and glanced inside. It was covered with shards of glass and blood. He continued to the back and watched as two soldiers hauled a bound and gagged man from the back of the truck. He had a bag over his head. The man grunted and strained as the soldiers struggled to move him.

      Once they had him out and on his feet, Captain Tagami ripped the bag from his head. The man squinted at the morning sunlight streaming through the trees. Captain Tagami stepped back astonished, “Lieutenant Taro!”

      Lieutenant Taro bowed his head, “Captain Tagami.” He bent over; a coughing fit getting the best of him. The men stepped back giving him breathing room. When he was through clearing his lungs, he said, “The Americans attacked the camp, they took me prisoner.” His eyes went wide, remembering. “The, the Americans have the satchel, they have the plans.” He started to collapse but was caught by the soldiers. He got control and continued. “We have to stop them; they left an hour ago. We must stop them.”

      Captain Tagami said, “We know about the attack, we were coming to your aid, but it appears we’re too late. Which way did they go?” Lieutenant Taro shook his head. He’d lost a lot of fluid languishing in the back of the truck and felt light headed and sick.

      Captain Tagami ordered his men to search the surrounding area for tracks leading into the jungle. The sergeants led two groups along either side of the road. He had the soldiers holding Lt. Taro untie him and put him on the ground. Once he was situated, he asked, “What plans? What satchel?”

      Lieutenant Taro looked up at the Captain towering above him. “There was a satchel with battle plans, I think. I was trying to escape with them when they captured the truck,” he moved his head to the crashed truck, “I had the satchel in the truck, and they took it. Before they gagged and blindfolded me I saw one of them with it.”

      Another vehicle skidded to a halt behind Captain Tagami’s troop trucks. Tagami saw the unmistakable gait of Colonel Araki coming around the wreck. He approached, and Tagami braced and gave him a crisp salute.

      Colonel Araki returned the salute. “Report.”

      Captain Tagami told him what he knew and what he was doing about it. Colonel Araki gritted his teeth when he heard Lt. Taro was involved. He limped to where Lieutenant Taro was still sitting on the ground with his head in his hands. Colonel Araki recognized his generous frame and stepped in front. Lieutenant Taro saw the shiny boots and looked up to see the last person he wanted to face. “Colonel, Colonel Araki,” he spluttered getting to his feet. The sudden move sent him into a dizzy spell that he couldn’t control. He got halfway up and had to sit back down. He felt the bile rising, but it was too late to stop it. He spewed partially digested rice and meat onto the ground beside the colonel’s boots.

      Colonel Araki didn’t move but kneeled in front of him. “Tell me everything starting with the attack.”

      Lieutenant Taro wiped his pale mouth and relayed everything he could recall about the past few hours.

      When he was finished, Colonel Araki stood. Lieutenant Taro willed himself to his feet and swayed. Colonel Araki lashed out with an open palmed right hand and slapped Taro, knocking him back to the ground. Lieutenant Taro looked up at him, confusion and fear in his eyes. “The Americans now have the plans for our spring attack…down to the very last detail!” His eyes seethed. “Because of your incompetence!”

      Lieutenant Taro was horrified to think he’d let his commander down again. He spluttered, “Sir, I tried to get them away, back to you, but they attacked the truck.” He shook his head, “there was nothing I could do. There were too many of them.”

      Colonel Araki looked down at him and spat. “The Americans weren’t looking for the plans. How could they possibly know about them, you fool? They were trying to free the prisoners. They took the truck to escape. If they’d come for the plans, they wouldn’t have left before finding them. By running away with the satchel, you gave them the plans!”

      Lieutenant Taro felt sick again as he realized the truth of it. The world started to spin, and he couldn’t keep himself from falling onto his side and emptying the rest of his gut.

      Colonel Araki had every intention of shooting him in place, but at that moment there was a muted explosion, followed by shouting and screaming. He left the sick lieutenant in the mud and limped to the commotion. Captain Tagami trotted past him with his pistol drawn.

      A Kilometer down the road Sergeant Chida was pulling a body from the jungle onto the road. Behind him, two men helped a screaming soldier, and sat him down beside the dead man.

      Captain Tagami got there first. “What happened?”

      Sergeant Chida braced, “We found the American trail, but they set a trap. A grenade rigged with wire, sir.” He pointed to the two men. One was dead, his chest wet with blood from countless shrapnel wounds. The other’s leg was a mangled mess. Fleshy meat and bone showed through his pants. He rocked back and forth yelling in pain.

      Colonel Araki went to the man and smacked him with his cane. The soldier looked up with crazed eyes. Colonel Araki spoke through gritted teeth. “You are a soldier of the empire! Stop screaming like a stuck pig.” The soldier swallowed the scream and breathed through pursed lips.

      Colonel Araki yelled. “Captain Tagami, take your men in pursuit at once. Leave a trail for more troops to follow. Leave me four men.” Tagami turned to leave, but Colonel Araki slapped his cane on his shoulder. Colonel Araki said, “Getting those plans back is more important than the lives of you and your men.”

      Captain Tagami left Araki with four of his best men and followed the trail into the jungle.
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Araki and the four soldiers went back to the wreck. Lieutenant Taro had pulled himself up and was leaning against the back of the troop truck, staring at the two dead Marines. He was still pale and dazed, but when he saw Colonel Araki coming, he tried to stand at attention.

      The anger that filled Colonel Araki had subsided. His thoughts were clearer now that the rage had passed. He still wanted to punish his fat lieutenant, but he wouldn’t shoot him. He’d be more clever. As he approached, Taro tried to snap off a tight salute, but it came off weak. Colonel Araki didn’t return it. In an even voice, he said, “You will be in the first wave of attackers.” He walked around Taro, still trying to keep his salute at his brow. He dropped it as Araki passed and closed his eyes. Sweat beaded on his forehead. Colonel Araki limped back to the waiting jeep.

      Being at the front of an attack on the American line would likely end in his death, but an attack against an enemy that knew their entire plan would be a sure thing.

      He took a deep breath and resigned himself yet again to his death. He’d lived the last few months knowing there was little chance he’d survive the war. Men far better than him had died by the thousands. It was a miracle he was still alive.

      When he’d transferred to the prisoner camp, he’d gotten a glimmer of hope that perhaps he’d live, but now there was no chance.

      He nodded to himself and walked around the wreck just in time to see Colonel Araki’s jeep and two trucks speeding away around the corner.

      He went to the destroyed jeep and tried without success to ignore the impaled Lieutenant Shibata. He searched for water and found a discarded canteen.
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      The squad moved as quick as possible through the jungle. Private Willy, while not a natural woodsman like O’Connor, had a lot of jungle experience and was able to get them through some tough terrain without having to backtrack. The vigilance of taking point was taking its toll on him, though. He stopped and kneeled, halting the squad. Sergeant Carver loped up to him, his Thompson at the ready. “What’s the problem? Why you stopped?”

      Private Willy panted and wiped his brow. “Sorry, Sarge, but I’m feeling dizzy. Just need some water and I’ll be good to go. Had to stop for a sec.”

      Carver gave him a good look. He’d never known him to quit at anything. He looked okay, a little peaked, but they all were. “You hit?” Willy shrugged and touched his lower left side. Carver said, “Goddammit, Willy, show me.”

      Willy pulled up his shirt. “It’s nothing, just a scratch.”

      Carver noticed blood seeping into Willy’s pants. He hadn’t noticed it before. He shook his head. “Dammit. You need to have Dawkins take a look at that. You’re gonna end up with an infection. That doesn’t help our situation.” Willy looked down and spit a stream of stringy saliva.

      Sergeant Carver sent word back for Cpl. Dawkins to come forward. He motioned the others to take a ten-minute break while the medic took care of Willy.

      Carver went to speak with O’Connor about taking over the point position. “You get the grenades set?”

      O’Connor nodded, “Sure did. I put the first one near the start of our trail. I haven’t heard it go off, but I think we’re too far into the jungle now to hear that one. I figured we’d of heard it if we were within a half mile or so. Guess we’re at least that far in front of anyone following our trail.”

      Carver asked, “You sure they’d trip it?”

      O’Connor shrugged, “It’s well hidden, and they wouldn’t be expecting the first one.” Carver nodded. “I set two more. I don’t have as much confidence in those, but even if they find them without setting them off, it’ll still slow ‘em down.” He opened his ammo pouch and showed Carver two more grenades. “I’ve still got these.”

      Carver said, “Good job. Hold onto those; we may need ‘em the closer we get to our lines.” He noticed O’Connor looking at the satchel hanging around his neck. “I think once the Japs figure out we’ve got this, they’ll double their efforts to find us.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “I’ve only had a second to check, but it looks like an attack plan. That nip officer sure didn’t like me having it. I think it’s the real deal.”

      O’Connor smiled, “Maybe that’ll get Lieutenant Swan off our backs.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, O’Connor had found the trail they’d traveled in on. The muddy boot prints were easy to pick out.

      Sergeant Carver called for a five-minute rest. The men immediately went for their canteens and whatever C-rats they had handy.

      They hadn’t come across any drinkable water. They’d crossed a few small creeks on the trail in, but it was hard to figure when they’d cross them again. O’Connor couldn’t remember how far away they were, but he figured they’d be able to refill within the next hour. He’d already drained his first canteen and was well into his second. They’d been in constant motion since attacking the camp, and they were starting to drag. Running out of water would make it much worse.

      O’Connor finished eating a stale cracker and took the lead position again. Carver took him by the arm. “We need to hurry. The men are dragging ass, but the Japs can’t be far behind, and they may be waiting with a blocking force in front. Move fast.” O’Connor knew the stakes and Carver pushed him forward. “We’ll stay close.” Carver thought, God I hope I’m not sending him to his death.

      O’Connor took up the path and trotted along at a slow, but ground consuming pace. The others filed in behind.

      The Marines were doing the best they could, but the men on either side had to support them more and more. The squad divvied up their food and the Marine’s devoured everything. They were careful not to give them too much too soon. Their stomachs and bodies weren’t used to the flood of nutrients and wouldn’t be able to handle it. The Marines were starving and pleaded with their vacant eyes for more, even though they knew it wouldn’t stay down. The soldiers didn’t give in to their silent pleas as much as they wanted to.

      Moving along the trail was easy for O’Connor. He didn’t have to spend his time finding the best path; he’d already done that on the way out. Some of the trail looked familiar to him, a moss-covered boulder, a funny shaped tree, but other parts seemed like new territory, even though he was following his boot prints from the day before.

      He came upon their miserable sleeping spot. He was amazed how quickly they were covering the ground. Don’t let your guard down now. It was never a good idea to return the same way you’d come. It was the first thing they taught you about patrolling; never be predictable.

      The fast pace was taking a toll on the men. The sucking mud they sank in with every other step didn’t help. O’Connor heard the creek before he saw it. His tongue felt too large for his mouth. It was chalky and dry. He’d been ignoring the building thirst the best he could but the sound of the creek brought it all back. Oh, thank God almighty.

      It was all he could do not to run headlong into the creek, but he slowed his pace and checked to make sure it was clear. It would be a good place for a Japanese ambush. The men behind him were just as parched as he was, but they held back until he gave the all clear. With that, they waded into the little creek and drank.

      The stifling jungle heat fell off them like shedding a thick coat. The clear water tasted like an exotic cocktail, and their bodies soaked it up like a sponge. Within minutes they felt rejuvenated.

      Sergeant Carver dipped his canteen and filled it. He took a long pull, his dirty Adams’ apple moving like a piston. He drained it and refilled both canteens. He clipped them to his belt and watched the men cooling off. He looked at the trail behind him. They had to keep moving. “Fill your canteens and get the hell outta there. Japs could be right behind us.”

      The three Marines looked like they’d died and gone to heaven. They drank and drank and scrubbed their lice ridden bodies. The water seemed like a miracle. They had to be dragged out. It was the first time since their rescue that Carver saw a positive change in them. In their eyes instead of loss, despair, and sickness, Carver saw hope.

      They were getting themselves together when they heard the muffled sound of a distant explosion. Every man went to a knee on high alert. Carver moved up to O’Connor. “Assuming that was your second grenade, how far away are they?”

      O’Connor calculated. “I’d say about an hour behind us? I set that one a just before I took over on point.”

      Sergeant Carver shook his head. “Dammit, thought we might get out of here scot-free.” He rubbed his stubbled chin. “Set another trap on the other side of the creek. Maybe they’re just as thirsty as we were.”

      O’Connor nodded and brought Private Gomez to help him. The job was easier with two, and he wanted to teach Gomez. He’d proven himself a good warrior. Carver didn’t wait for them to finish. Private Crofter had been the second man in the patrol. “Crofter, take point.” Crofter’s eyes went wide, but he gave a curt nod and moved out.
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      Colonel Araki got back to his headquarters and stood in front of the radioman. He closed his eyes and went over what he had to do. He gritted his teeth thinking about the circumstances that had brought him to this dishonor. The image of Second Lieutenant Taro continually assaulted his senses.

      The radioman sat in front of the radio with earphones on waiting for Colonel Araki to order him to connect him with General Hyakutake. Sweat formed on the soldier’s brow and dripped into his eyes and along his nose, but he dared not wipe it away, not with Colonel Araki standing behind him. “Radio the general, Private.”

      The radioman jumped with the words even though he knew they were coming. “Yessir!” Moments later he handed the headset and the handheld speaker to the colonel. Colonel Araki gestured for the private to leave. He pushed his chair back, a weathered stump and nearly toppled it in his haste to retreat.

      Colonel Araki relayed the events of the past few hours. When he told General Hyakutake he believed the Americans had the plans to their spring attack, there was silence and faint static. He thought he lost the connection, but in another moment the General erupted.

      Colonel Araki tensed and tightened his grip on the receiver, threatening to crush it. He stood rigid as a board as each new tirade slammed into him like the relentless tides eroding the beaches.

      Finally, the General ran out of insults and the line was silent. Colonel Araki took the time to say. “General, I know I have failed you. I have no excuse, the blame is squarely on my shoulders. I will use all my resources to assure the American raiders don’t make it back to their lines.”

      The voice on the other end lost its rage but was replaced with icy coldness. “I’ll expect nothing less, Colonel.” The line went dead.

      Colonel Araki released his iron grip and placed the receiver back in its cradle. He wanted to hurl the entire radio across the tent, but that would only accomplish destroying a valuable piece of equipment. He was going to yell for Lieutenant Shibata, but the image of him stuck in the grille of the truck flashed across his mind.

      “Lieutenant Koga,” he yelled. Lieutenant Koga had been waiting for the inevitable call. The colonel would want to send as many men as he could spare to find and kill the Americans. He’d already assembled his platoon. They were formed up and awaiting orders.

      Lieutenant Koga strode to Colonel Araki and snapped off a salute. Colonel Araki ordered, “Get your platoon assembled. I have a mission of the utmost importance.”

      Looking straight ahead, Lt. Koga said, “Sir, I have the platoon ready. We’re awaiting your orders.”

      Colonel Araki stared at Lt. Koga. It was frowned upon for officers to take the initiative. The Japanese Army operated on following strict orders to the letter, and that meant not doing anything until ordered to do so. Colonel Araki would have to remind this petulant officer of his role once this fiasco was over. Now was not the time. Now was the time to act. “Come with me.” He entered his tent and strode to the large map covering the table in the center of the room. He found their position and moved his finger along a drawn-in line indicating the newly constructed road. “Here is where the Americans were intercepted. They moved east into the jungle. I’m assuming they will continue east then turn south back to their lines. As you can see, they will have to travel many kilometers to reach their lines.

      “I’m assuming they’re moving fast trying to get home before we can react, but we have the advantage. Our new road parallels the escape route. We will truck you and your men south eight kilometers then you will cut east and cut them off. Captain Tagami is following the American’s as we speak. When they hit your blocking force, Tagami will come from behind, and we’ll squeeze the life out of them. Understood?”

      Lieutenant Koga’s intelligent eyes studied the map. Colonel Araki was getting annoyed. “One question, sir.” Colonel Araki raised an eyebrow. “We have men nearer the American lines. Will we be in danger of passing through any of our own troops as we travel east?”

      Colonel Araki circled three areas of the map. “Three companies are keeping the line. You will be well west of them. I’ll alert them of the situation; they can assist you if the need arises. Any more questions?”

      He said it as if it would be better if there weren’t, but Lieutenant Koga stroked his chin, then shook his head, “No sir.”

      Colonel Araki said, “Good. This mission is vital to the upcoming Spring attack. See you don’t fail.”

      Lieutenant Koga clicked his heels and saluted, “Of course sir. I will not fail.”
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        * * *

      

      Captain Tagami and his twenty men moved through the jungle following the trail. The Americans weren’t trying to cover their tracks. Tagami wasn’t moving as fast as he wanted, though, due to the booby trap they’d run into near the road. He’d lost two men, one killed the other injured and out of action.

      Since then they’d moved slower, and their caution paid off. The point man found another booby trapped grenade. He’d come close to stumbling over it, but he’d noticed a discoloration in the mud and looked closer. He found the trap that had nearly killed him. He pointed it out to Captain Tagami. They’d exploded the grenade by firing beside it, knocking it sideways and allowing the handle to release. The explosion that followed wasn’t impressive, but it would’ve killed or injured the young private.

      Captain Tagami wanted to move faster, but he wasn’t willing to risk the lives of his men by charging headlong through such a dangerous area.

      Another hour passed without finding more booby traps. The men started to relax and their pace increased. Captain Tagami noticed, but he didn’t slow them. They were making good time. The American’s tracks seemed fresh. They were gaining on them.

      The point man, the same private who’d found the second trap, came to a dense patch of jungle. He inspected the ground. It seemed like a good spot for another trap, and his instincts were urging caution. The men behind him halted and watched as he crawled forward feeling and looking for anything out of the ordinary. The American boot prints didn’t falter. It didn’t appear anyone had stopped. He crawled for ten meters before he was through the dense section. He stood and waved the men behind him through.

      The first man strode to the thick leaves and vines and pushed his way through. Suspended on a vine ten feet above his head a grenade started to move side to side. When he was through, the next soldier was close behind.

      He was directly beneath the grenade when it fell and released the lever. The one pound chunk of metal landed on the soldier’s helmet and bounced backward. He turned just in time for the explosion that tore through his torso. The man behind him never knew what hit him. One second he was pushing through the jungle the next he was blown off his feet and filled with hot shrapnel. Both soldiers were dead before they hit the ground.

      The rest of the men dove to the ground as debris rained down on them. Captain Tagami was the first to lift his head. “Sergeant Chida, report!”

      Sergeant Chida, only a few feet away from the shredded soldier jumped to his feet and ran to him. He knew he was gone. He went to the next man. He’d taken the brunt of the explosion, and there wasn’t much left. He could see two more soldiers further ahead. They looked shaken but unharmed. He yelled back to the Captain, “Two men down, sir. Looks like another booby trap.”

      Captain Tagami stood, and the rest of the men did the same. “Pull the casualties to the side. We don’t have time to bury them.” The dead were laid side by side along the muddy path. When Captain Tagami went past, he closed his eyes. Two more good men gone. When we catch these Americans, we’ll make them pay.

      The pace slowed again, but Captain Tagami urged them on, wanting to close with and kill the Americans.

      Only a couple minutes had passed before the point man came to where the trail met another and made a ninety-degree turn to the south.

      He stopped the men and moved forward looking for anything suspicious. Once satisfied, he called Sergeant Chida forward. He did an inspection of the area before calling up the captain.

      When he approached, he whispered and pointed. “Looks like they headed south from here, back towards their lines.”

      Captain Tagami pursed his lips, “probably the same trail they came in on. They’ll be moving faster, covering ground they already know.” He looked around at the men. They’d been moving without much rest for two hours. Their faces glistened with sweat, and their shirts had changed color from tan to wet black. “Sergeant, have the men take a five-minute rest.”

      Sergeant Chida passed the order on, and the men sat and took long gulps from their canteens. Five minutes later they were ready to move. Sergeant Chida reported to his officer. “The men are running low on water, sir.”

      Tagami nodded. “I know. Get them moving.” Without a word, the men took up the trot. The trail was obvious and easy to follow. Tagami watched his men. They were tired but willing to give everything they had to find the Americans. The cowardly booby traps had served to not only make them more careful, but also bloodthirsty for revenge.

      He found his spot in the middle of the formation and took up the same trot. Each step was difficult. So many men passing through made the trail a muddy nightmare. He had to spot each footfall, trying to gauge how deep his foot would sink. It was exhausting, and soon he was gasping for breath. The men around him were similarly huffing, making them sound like chugging freight trains. His legs burned, his breathing was labored, but he would not be the first man to stop. He’d push as hard as his men.

      Another hour passed and he felt like his legs might stop functioning. He was about to call for a rest, but the man in front of him slowed and stopped. The soldier was unrecognizable, almost completely covered in black mud. Every soldier looked the same. The mud splattering with each footfall had covered them and anyone close.

      Once he got control of his breathing, he heard the sound of water flowing over rocks. He’d never been more thirsty in his life. The men around him licked their cracking lips in anticipation.

      The point man started checking for more booby traps, but the men behind him pushed forward to the water. They didn’t see the thin line crossing the path.
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      It didn’t take long for the bliss of the creek to fade. The hot, clammy jungle with the sucking mud quickly reminded Carver and his men of their misery. The water in their soaked fatigues turned to salty sweat. There was never a point when they were dry. If they didn’t get back to their lines soon, they’d all come down with foot rot.

      They’d made it three quarters of a mile from the creek when they heard the grenade go off. They hunched down, panting.

      Carver didn’t wait. He stood and waved them forward. “We’ve gotta keep moving, they’re gaining on us, dammit. Double time!”

      A groan went through the squad, but they knew they were in a race for their lives. They were tired, hungry and thirsty, but they dug deep and pushed themselves forward. The Marines were well past walking let alone running. They were carried on the backs of the soldiers, passed from man to man as they fatigued.

      Carver took his turn and was amazed how light the Marine was. With each jolting step, the Marine grunted. Carver could feel his breath on his neck, assuring him he was alive, but it seemed stringy and weak. “You hang in there, Marine. You’ve come too far to die on us now.” There was no answer, just the breathing.

      The men struggled to keep up with O’Connor’s blistering pace. Carver was amazed how easily he seemed to run. He felt like a lumbering ox, but O’Connor looked like he hardly sank in the mud at all. He knew it was an illusion, O’Connor just knew how to move well through jungle and wild country.

      It seemed like they’d been running a long time but only eight minutes had passed. Carver called a halt. He passed the Marine to Private Denn and gathered the men. They were breathing hard, swallowing, trying to wet their throats. They pulled canteens and took healthy swigs.

      When he could talk, Carver said, “This trail will take us all the way to the beach. There’s no one there to pick us up. We need to start veering towards Hill 260.” He pointed. They could make out the denuded top of the hill through a gap in the jungle. It was off to the right at a forty-five degree angle. It seemed a long ways off. “We’ve made great time, but I think it’s time to slow down and get to our lines without getting shot up.”

      Private Willy poked his thumb behind him. His other hand held pressure over his seeping wound. Carver noticed it was bleeding again. Willy said, “What about our friends coming up behind us?”

      Carver wiped his brow. “They’re a problem. They’ll be on us soon, and we have no idea how many they are.” He stared at O’Connor. “You think you can get ‘em to keep following our trail to the beach?”

      O’Connor thought about it. He looked down the trail. “I’m pretty sure there’s another creek coming up. I’ve been expecting it for awhile; can’t be much farther. We could lose ‘em there, follow the creek downstream. I’ll beat down the main trail, give ‘em fresh tracks to follow, then double back to you.”

      Sergeant Carver made up his mind. “I like it. Get us to the creek.”
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        * * *

      

      O’Connor was correct. He found the creek a few hundred yards down the trail. Unlike the previous creek this one’s water was briny and copper colored. The men filled their canteens and dropped halzone tablets in for purification. O’Connor wondered if they’d be alive long enough to get dysentery.

      Sergeant Carver squatted next to O’Connor. “We’ll split up here. I think you need another trooper with you. I don’t think one set of prints will fool them and you could use the help.”

      O’Connor was going to protest but realized he was right about the boot prints. “Right. I’ll take Gomez. Kid seems to know his way around pretty well.”

      Carver agreed, “That’s who I was thinking about.” Carver called out, “Gomez, you’re accompanying O’Connor on this adventure.”

      Private Gomez’s dark complexion went pale, but he stepped forward and gave O’Connor a nod he hoped looked confident.

      O’Connor asked, “Feel up to it?”

      Private Gomez nodded. “Hell yes.”

      O’Connor smiled and slapped him on the shoulder. He spoke up so all the men could hear, “Make sure you stay in the creek. One boot print could give it all away.” Everyone understood. They stared at O’Connor and Gomez wondering if they’d see them again. O’Connor grinned and tipped his helmet. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. We’ll see you back on the hill.” He patted his ammo pouch, “I need another grenade. I’ll set it down the trail a ways. If you hear it, you’ll know they’re following me, and so will I.”

      Carver gave him one, and reached his hand out, and said, “Don’t do anything stupid. I’ll see you in a few.”

      O’Connor clasped his calloused hand and looked him in the eye. “You bet.”

      It was time to go. O’Connor and Gomez splashed across the creek and stomped around the bank on the other side, making lots of tracks. Then they trotted up the trail, sure to leave heavy boot prints.

      Carver watched them go. Hope the Japs take the bait. The men stood in the creek waiting for the word to move. “Alright, let’s do this right. Single file, don’t step out of the creek. Grant, you’re on point, move steady but know there’s bound to be Japs out here.”

      Private Grant nodded and waded down the creek bed. The water came up to his knees, and the rock bottom made for easy walking.

      The men moved out in single file, taking careful steps. The briny water made each footfall a mystery, but it would also serve to keep their tracks hidden. They were making a lot of noise sloshing through, but soon they’d be around the corner and out of earshot from the trail. Carver figured the Japanese were still at least a half hour behind them, plenty of time to disappear.
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        * * *

      

      The squad moved down the creekbed steadily for forty-five minutes until the creek steepened and started moving faster. There wasn’t a lot of water, but the increased gradient made the walking tough, and he couldn’t tell how long the rapids went. It seemed it was building up to something; maybe a waterfall.

      Sergeant Carver stopped the squad. He figured they’d moved far enough downstream. He hadn’t heard the grenade trap O’Connor had said he would set, but sloshing through water and now the noise of the rapids made that impossible. He had to assume the Japs followed O’Connor and Gomez. He was sure they hadn’t left signs for them to suspect they’d gone down the creek. He wondered how his two soldiers were faring. He shook the notion from his head. He had to concentrate on getting these men home.

      Carver signaled to spread out and set a perimeter. He motioned Private Grant to him. “You and Daniels move down the creek. I need to know how far this rapid goes. We may need to start moving through the jungle again.” Grant slugged Daniels and signaled him to follow. They moved down the creek and were soon out of sight.

      Carver figured they had to be close to Hill 260, but the thick jungle surrounding the creek made it impossible to see further than a few feet.

      Minutes later Private Grant and Daniels came splashing up the creek. Carver knew by the way they kept glancing over their shoulders that something was wrong.

      Out of breath and wide-eyed, Grant gasped, “Japs everywhere moving along the bank. They’re right behind us!”

      The rest of the squad heard and looked to Carver for direction. He signaled them to move into the jungle on the opposite bank.

      They pushed and struggled to penetrate the jungle. Carver followed Grant into a hole he’d pushed through. Within seconds the squad disappeared into the greenery. He was only feet away from the creek but completely concealed. The sound of the whitewater covered any sounds the Japanese soldiers were making, so he parted the jungle to see what was happening.

      The creek returned to its incessant task of moving down the canyon as if they’d never been there. He watched the far bank. He could only see a small section through his hole, but soon enough he saw movement. The far bank wasn’t as thick with vegetation, there were gaps, and he could see Japanese soldiers moving. They were moving fast, and he knew they weren’t a random patrol. They were searching. Trying to find and cut off his squad.

      Carver figured it was at least a platoon. They moved along steadily, not giving any notice to their hiding spot. An officer came into view. He was obvious with his pistol and the submachine gun strapped across his back.

      Carver watched him. He moved well. He stopped along with two soldiers. The officer looked at the creek and walked to the bank. He said something to his men and they nodded and continued upstream, but the officer kneeled and dipped his hat. He wrung it out and placed it back on his head. He rubbed his neck and looked across the creek seeming to stare directly at him.

      Carver knew there was no way he could see him, but he continued to stare. Carver froze and made a conscious decision not to stare back. He kept the officer in his peripheral vision, not wanting him to feel his stare. He knew the rest of the squad was seeing the same thing and hoped no one did anything stupid.

      The officer stood and stretched his neck side to side, still concentrating on the opposite bank.

      Private Denn wasn’t in a good position when the Japanese platoon showed up. He’d pushed his way into the brush, but he wasn’t able to find a solid piece of ground to rest his feet. He’d sat down on thick vines and branches only a few feet above the creek. He’d pulled his feet up and tried to jam them into the brush, but it wasn’t solid. He struggled to keep his feet from falling into the creek, but his weight was working against him, and he slid, millimeter by millimeter. He thought he was home-free until the damned officer decided to stop.

      Sergeant Carver realized he’d been holding his breath as he saw the officer start to turn back to the clearing. He let it out slowly then gulped it back when he heard a splash upstream from his position. The Jap officer spun to the sound bringing his machine gun off his back in a practiced, smooth motion.

      Carver was bringing his Thompson around when Private Denn’s M1 shattered the evening. The creek in front of the officer erupted in geysers of water, and the leaves and branches around his head jumped and fell to the ground. The officer crouched and unleashed accurate return fire from his type 100 submachine gun, then took off like a track star into the jungle.

      Carver put the Thompson to his shoulder and sent a stream of .45 caliber, but he knew he hadn’t hit anything. The officer must have been a trained sprinter.

      The rest of the squad fired, but Carver yelled, “Cease fire! Move downstream on the double!”

      As one, the squad emerged from the jungle, one man short. “Sarge, Denn’s down, Denn’s down!”

      Corporal Dawkins ran up the creek like a mad man and crouched by Denn’s side. Blood mixed with water as the life left Private Denn’s body. Dawkins felt for a pulse, but he was gone. He reached into his bloody shirt and yanked the dog tags off his neck, and stuffed them into his pants pocket. He yelled, “Denn’s KIA, nothing I can do!”

      Sergeant Carver yelled back, “Grab his gun and any ammo and leave him. We gotta go now!” He grabbed Private Crofter as he splashed by, “Take us downstream,” he pushed him forward. “Double time down the creek! Hans, Grant, take the rear. Keep their heads down but don’t dilly dally.”

      The rest of the squad splashed downstream, and Carver followed the last man. He was just around the corner when he heard the rear guard’s M1s. He stopped and waited for his two soldiers with his Thompson ready. He heard their splashes and the cracks of Arisaka rifles and the zipping of bullets passing close.

      They came around the corner running full tilt. The water splashed wildly with each footfall. Around them, bullets added to the churn. Carver urged them to hurry. They ran by him, and Carver waited for a target. He didn’t have long to wait. Three soldiers came sprinting downstream. Staying in his crouch, he pulled the trigger and swept the Thompson across their bodies and they toppled like bowling pins. He didn’t wait for more but turned and followed his fleeing men.

      Bullets zipped and smacked into boulders and water all around him, but none found their mark. He caught up to the squad. They’d come to a narrow part of the creek. Downstream the creek entered a canyon with steep, moss covered walls. Carver had a decision to make, either stay in the creekbed and be trapped in the canyon or move to the bank and try to lose them in the jungle.

      The men crouched behind boulders, their weapons aimed upstream past Carver. As he slid in behind a boulder, the squad opened up on a group of Japanese coming downstream. They were exposed and easy targets. They went down and stayed down. No more soldiers came down the center of the creek, but Carver could see flashes of khaki uniforms in the jungle. If he didn’t move now, they’d flank him. He took a look downstream and made his decision. He pointed to the jungle, “Into the jungle, now!”

      The squad rose and moved to the bank, but immediately met with an onslaught of fire. The Japanese were shooting so fast it sounded like one continuous roar. The first two GIs went down immediately, and the rest dove into the shallow water finding any cover they could. Beside Carver, Dawkins jumped to his feet and took a step towards the downed men. Carver grabbed his arm and held him back. He had to yell to make himself heard over the Japanese fire, “They’re gone, nothing you can do!”

      Dawkins tried to break away. “How do you know? You don’t know that! Let me go!”

      Carver held, squeezing his arm like a vise. “Knock it off! They’re fucking dead!” he cupped his hand around his mouth and bellowed, “Move downstream, move downstream! I’ll cover you!”

      The men looked back at him and nodded. Bullets were zinging off rocks and making huge fountains of water. Carver gave one last squeeze on Dawkin’s arm and yelled, “Covering fire, now!” He released his arm and came around the boulder and laid down a long stream of .45 caliber fire. Dawkins added his eight rounds of .30 caliber until his M1 pinged and he inserted a new clip.

      The rest of the squad ran as fast as they could over the uneven ground. When they were almost out of sight, Carver punched Dawkin’s arm and yelled, “Go!” Carver unleashed another long burst then took off after him.

      With the steep gradient, they couldn’t see far downstream, but they could tell the creek went into a steep canyon. There didn’t look to be any way out except downstream. He hoped it didn’t end in an impassable waterfall. They’d be trapped with Japs upstream and no exit downstream.

      The squad stopped to wait for Carver and Dawkins just inside the beginning of the canyon. The entrance was choked with large boulders that had broken loose from the cliff-side sometime in the last millennium. No more bullets were chasing them downstream. The Japanese were weighing their options too.

      Carver slid in behind a large boulder trying to get control of his breathing. He laid his head back and closed his eyes. Private First Class Daniels, spoke into his ear. “I’ve sent Palmer downstream to figure out if there’s a way out of here. Thought this looked like a good spot to make a stand. The Japs can’t get to us unless they come straight down the creek.”

      Carver got control of his breathing, and  nodded. “Good job, I think you’re right. We’ll stop here until Palmer gets back.” He looked to the towering cliff walls to either side. “We can’t scale these walls. If there’s no exit downstream we’re fucked.”

      He looked the squad over. They were exhausted and scared. They’d been fighting and running all day without pause. He noticed the two missing soldiers were Private Grant and Hans. He imagined their bullet-riddled bodies floating upstream.

      Private Willy was staring at him. He gave him a nod and Willy nodded back then moved his eyes back upstream. Willy pointed, “Here they come.”

      Carver leaned around his boulder. The Japs were using the smaller boulders upstream for cover, trying to get as close as possible before engaging. He called out. “How many grenades we got left?” The men called out their status. With the one he had, they had five left.

      He watched the Japanese advance. “Hold your fire until they’re within grenade distance.” He looked at Private Crofter crouched five yards away. “Crofter,” he looked at Carver. His face was black with mud and gunpowder, his wide eyes white holes within. “You and I will throw on my command.” Crofter nodded and reached back for his one grenade. Carver raised his voice, “Wait for our grenades then give ‘em hell.”

      The squad nodded and settled into firing positions. The Japanese soldiers kept coming, moving from boulder to boulder. When they were twenty yards away, he nodded at Crofter who crouched with his finger through the grenade pin. They pulled the pins simultaneously and hurled them. The Japanese saw the movement and fired, but they were under cover before the bullets slammed and ricocheted off boulders.

      There was a pause then a sharp yell from a Japanese soldier, then the blast of the grenades. The sound was loud in the confines of the canyon, making Carver wince. The boulders protecting the Japanese soldiers now became deadly, as shrapnel ricocheted and shredded flesh.

      The squad opened up, laying down fire. The Japanese soldiers not behind cover were hit and dropped out of sight. There was yelling and screaming, then return fire. The concussion from the grenades and the withering fire kept the Japanese off balance, and their fire was inaccurate.

      Carver could see a group of cowering soldiers trying to stay behind a rock that wasn’t big enough for all of them. He yelled to Private Palmer. “Throw me your grenade!” Palmer was lying down. He rolled to the side and unclipped his grenade. He rose to a crouch and tossed it the ten feet to Carver. In one motion Carver caught it with two hands, pulled the pin and arced it into the group of soldiers. It was a perfect throw, landing on the back of the middle man. It blew, and all four of the Japanese soldiers went down.

      Their deaths seemed to take the fight out of the remaining soldiers. They rose up and with arms flailing and legs pumping retreated back upstream.

      They were easy targets for the squad. Only a few escaped back to the rest of their platoon. Sergeant Carver met Private Willy’s eyes. He was chuckling to himself, enjoying the slaughter. Once again, Carver was glad Willy was on his side.

      Private Palmer came up through the rocks and boulders. He was breathing hard. He took off his helmet and wiped his brow. When he caught his breath, Palmer said, “The canyon continues for another three hundred yards. It’s steep all the way, no chance to climb out. The creek is steep, kinda like here,” he gestured around him, “But steeper.”

      Carver nodded, “Is there an exit?”

      Palmer nodded, “kinda. It ends in a waterfall. I’d say it’s a thirty-foot drop or so.” Carver cursed, but Palmer continued. “It looks like we can climb down the side of it. It’s straight down, but there’s thick vines we can use like rope.” Carver raised an eyebrow and Palmer nodded. “I think it’s doable.”
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      O’Connor and Gomez ran along the trail, careful not to disguise their tracks. It felt strange and unnatural to tromp along like an elephant.

      When they’d gone about one hundred yards, he stopped and Gomez kneeled down watching their back trail. “I’ll plant the grenade here,” O’Connor said. Gomez nodded and turned to help. O’Connor shook his head, “Keep watching the trail. I’ll let you know when I need your help.” He got to work scraping out a depression beside a small boulder along the edge of the trail. He cut a vine and wrapped it in a tight spiral in the depression. The rest he pulled across the trail.

      He pulled the pin on the grenade and placed it on the wrapped vine with the handle against the rock. He stacked small pebbles along the base to keep it in place. When he was satisfied it was stable, he stepped back and looked at his handy work. He pulled some branches across the front of the rock, hiding the grenade. “Hey, Gomez,” Gomez turned. “You see anything suspicious?”

      Gomez looked over the area and shook his head, “No, nothing. Where is it?” O’Connor pulled back the jungle branches revealing the grenade. He pointed to the vine running across the trail and smiled. Gomez nodded and stepped over the vine with one careful stride.

      Once past, O’Connor said, “Let’s make some time.”

      Before he turned away, Private Gomez slapped his arm. O’Connor turned, and Gomez asked, “How far we gonna go before heading back to the squad.”

      O’Connor shook his head. “There’s no chance we’ll get back to the squad. We’re on our own.”

      Gomez looked confused. “What? But you said…”

      “Forget what I said, Carver knows the score. If the Japs follow us, our only chance is this way. We can’t double back past them,” he gestured down the trail. “We’ll lead them this way then break off somewhere and head towards our lines to the west. We’ve gotta keep ‘em following us for awhile, or they’ll figure it out and head back to the creek in time to catch up with the others.” He wiped his brow. “We may need to lead ‘em all the way to the coast.”

      Gomez nodded. “Okay, I understand. Let’s move, we’re wasting time.”
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        * * *

      

      Captain Tagami and his men were running down the trail. They’d lost another man back at the creek. But instead of slowing them down it had the opposite effect, infusing them with hatred and revenge. It spurred them along like men possessed, throwing caution to the wind. Tagami let them run. He wanted revenge as much as they did and if they didn’t catch up with the Americans, his men had been maimed and killed for nothing.

      They came to another creek, and his soldiers stopped as the lead man checked for more traps. While he did so, they drank their remaining water. they knew they’d be able to refill their canteens immediately in the briny creek.

      When they were sure there were no traps they moved into the creekbed and refilled their canteens. They didn’t worry about purification. Most of them were already sick to some degree.

      Captain Tagami watched them fill their canteens as he got his breath back. Despite being wracked with disease and hunger, his troops were good soldiers. They fought hard despite the horrible conditions, and he was proud of them. It made losing them harder. Tagami knew he cared too much but couldn’t keep from feeling pride.

      Without a word from him, the men finished filling their canteens and continued up the trail. Captain Tagami looked downstream as he crossed the creek. It meandered away, and he smiled. If he were out walking with his wife, she would’ve insisted on exploring its path, but he had no time for such whimsy. He had Americans to hunt.

      They moved fast. They had no idea how far the Americans were, but he thought they must be gaining. He’d just stepped over a rotten log when the now familiar whump of a grenade blast sent him to the ground. Everyone was down, and the leaves and branches rained down on them like light snow.

      He was up, running forward past his men. The ground was smoking along the left side of the trail, a soldier lay sprawled beyond.

      Captain Tagami slid beside the first man and looked for wounds. The soldier’s legs were red with blood, his pants shredded like paper. Tagami ripped them away and could see meat, tendons, and bones. Dark, thick blood oozed and pooled, filling the crevices of the wounds. Captain Tagami didn’t know where to start. He pushed on his right leg trying to stem the flow of arterial blood, but it was useless, like trying to stem a river’s flow with a napkin. When he thought he’d stopped one, another would look worse, and he’d move his hands to the new one.

      He silently moved from one wound to another until the blood stopped flowing and the soldier stopped moving. He felt hands on his shoulder, and Sergeant Chida looked down at him. Tagami looked at him as if from out of a haze. His teary eyes made Chida looked fuzzy and wrong somehow. He shook his head and wiped his eyes spreading thick blood across his face.

      Captain Tagami came back to the present and stood. His men formed a semi-circle around him. His arms were caked with sticky blood up to his elbows. The men stared, not used to an officer showing emotion. It embarrassed them, and when Captain Tagami looked at them with blurred eyes, they lowered their gazes in respect.

      Captain Tagami looked at each man. They needed a strong leader, not a simpering child. When he got to Sergeant Chida’s face, he addressed them. “These cowardly Americans take life without honor. They hide and set traps like children. We will overtake them and destroy them. We must avenge our fallen comrades. Their deaths will not be in vain. They must pay for their cowardice!”

      He ordered the body taken to the side of the trail. Again there was no time for burials. He wondered how long it would take the jungle to consume him. He pictured him full of maggots. A sight he’d seen many times since this war began.

      He waved them forward once again, hoping he wouldn’t have to see more of his men blown up.
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t seem like much time had passed when O’Connor and Gomez heard the soft thump of an explosion. They stopped and crouched. They looked at one another, and Gomez licked his dry lips. “They’re close.”

      O’Connor nodded. “Say quarter mile back? Maybe five minutes if they’re sprinting, which they must be.”

      Gomez looked down the trail then back to O’Connor. “How far to the coast you figure?”

      O’Connor looked up at the canopy over their head and the glimpse of sky. “I don’t know, but I bet we can get there before dark.” Gomez looked to the sky, and for the first time noticed it was evening. He felt fatigue come over him as he realized he’d been fighting and running the entire day.

      With shaking hands, he unscrewed the lid of his canteen and took a swig. The briny, chemical taste normally would’ve made him gag, but the coolness wetting his throat and tongue made him coo in pleasure.

      O’Connor drank too and savored every drop. He pulled out a K-rat bar and gnawed an edge, ripping off a chunk. He handed it to Gomez who did the same. They washed it down with another swill of briny, Haldane infused water.

      Without a word, they took off down the trail again. They pushed hard, trying to put distance between themselves and the men trying to kill them. They’d gone ten minutes when O’Connor slowed. They were both ready to collapse. The K-bar and water had helped, but they needed more calories. Their bodies were threatening to shut down.

      The ground hardened beneath their feet, some of the only solid ground they’d found along the trail. O’Connor remembered the section from the day before. His exhausted mind tried to play back how far the section had been from their insertion point. Everything was fuzzy in his mind. The actions from the day before seemed a lifetime ago.

      Through labored breathing, he said, “We’re almost there. I remember this section.” Gomez only grunted, he didn’t have the energy to waste on speech.

      O’Connor stopped running and walked, trying to get control of his breathing. Gomez almost ran into him but pulled up short. O’Connor said, “listen, we’re close to the coast. We need to get off the trail and let them pass. We don’t want to get in a firefight with our backs to the water.”

      Gomez gasped, “We don’t wanna get in a firefight at all, mano. We’re outnumbered.”

      O’Connor leaped off the trail and landed on his feet without causing damage to the surrounding jungle. Gomez followed, trying for the same, but he stumbled and rolled, flattening the foliage. He cursed and tried to get the jungle back to its original state. He watched O’Connor slithering through the jungle. He looked back at the mess he’d made and decided it wasn’t as bad as he thought. He followed O’Connor into the jungle not wanting to lose sight of him.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Tagami’s squad moved like men possessed. He felt his legs would give out with each step, but to his surprise, they moved forward. The ground hardened the further they traveled. There was still mud, but it was getting less soupy. Soon the trail turned to hard ground, and the squad had to slow down. It wasn’t as easy to follow the American’s tracks.

      Captain Tagami ordered them to return to a normal patrol pace. To Sergeant Chida he said, “Speed means nothing if we lose the trail. Tell the men we’re approaching the coast. We’ll find them soon or not at all.” Chida looked at him, questioningly. Tagami smiled through his barely controlled breathing. He exaggerated sniffing, “I can smell the sea.” Chida nodded and passed the word to slow down and stay alert.

      The evening was progressing towards darkness. They didn’t have the supplies for an extended patrol. They had enough food for one night. They were already on half provisions, so missing rations for an entire day could prove disastrous. Captain Tagami planned on finding the Americans before morning. If he lost them, he’d be forced to retreat or risk losing men to dehydration and exhaustion.

      Tagami was lost in thought when the column stopped and crouched. He bumped into the man to his front. He crouched and pulled his pistol, ready for trouble. Sergeant Chida shuffled through the line and whispered, “We’ve found something strange.”

      Tagami followed his sergeant forward. Two soldiers were facing west, crouched with their weapons ready. Sergeant Chida pointed, “See how the jungle’s laid down there? It looks like they may have gone that way, but it also looks like some continued this way.”

      Captain Tagami looked over the situation. “They split then. Can you tell which path most of them went?”

      Sergeant Chida shook his head. “The path we’re on is most used, but…” he trailed off.

      “What is it, Sergeant? We’re wasting time. It’ll be dark soon.”

      “The path we’re on is older than the one moving west. Private Sai and Tsukada agree; no one’s used this trail for at least a day. And one more thing: the boot tracks are going the wrong way.”

      Captain Tagami stood and stared down at the two privates. “You men are experienced trackers?”

      They stared up at their superior officer and nodded, “Yes, sir, we have some experience.”

      Tagami grit his teeth. “Have we been following a false path? Has the main force split off, and we’re following a ruse?”

      Sergeant Chida stood and looked down, “It appears so, sir.”

      Captain Tagami felt the blood rush to his head. He scowled at the privates who stared at the jungle floor. They seemed like cowering dogs waiting for the whip. He wanted to yell, to scream, to demand why they hadn’t noticed earlier, but it would do no good and waste more time.

      Instead of yelling he took a deep breath and looked at the trail leading west. He thought about the briny creek they’d crossed, the one his wife would have wanted to explore. That is where they deceived us.

      He pointed, “We will follow the decoys and destroy them. It’s too late to double back and find the main force. They’ll be close to their lines by now.”

      He slapped the two privates on their backs. They flinched. “Can you follow this trail to the Americans?” They nodded like children asked if they wanted ice cream. “Do it.” They stood and moved into the jungle following the fresh track.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            57

          

        

      

    

    
      Lieutenant Koga gazed into the canyon where he knew the Americans were trapped. He’d sent an assault squad, but they’d been shot up badly. The Americans were well concealed. Sending men headlong into the teeth of the canyon would result in more heavy losses.

      He spoke to his sergeant. “We will wait for darkness and assault again. Sneak close, no noise, then attack them with grenades. I want them all killed, and the maps returned.”

      Sergeant Higashi nodded his understanding. “We will make it so, sir.”

      “We must assault as soon as it’s dark enough, I don’t want them slipping out the back-end of this canyon.”

      Sergeant Higashi shook his head, “I know this canyon, it ends in a large waterfall. There’s no escape.”

      Lieutenant Koga continued. “Send five men overland to set an ambush below the waterfall. Tell them to be ready to kill any stragglers trying to escape.”

      Sergeant Higashi bowed and trotted away to pick five men. Getting around the canyon through the jungle would be difficult. He chose his strongest men. He made sure they were clear on their mission and sent them away as the canyon shadows spread.

      An hour later Lieutenant Koga deemed it dark enough to start their sneak down the canyon.

      The bulk of the platoon stepped out of the jungle and into the creekbed. They hunched and moved over the uneven creek bottom with caution. Lieutenant Koga was amongst them, his submachine gun hanging across his chest, ready for action.

      As they moved down the creek and into the canyon, the darkness closed on them. The canyon walls were lighter higher up, still holding a slight evening glow, but the bottom was dark. We’ll catch the Americans by surprise.

      Sergeant Higashi led them. He moved with caution and the platoon was silent as the night. The canyon walls closed in becoming magnifiers for any sounds.

      Higashi’s steps were sure and silent. He stopped and crouched straining to see into the gloom of the canyon. The Americans were only yards ahead unless they’d moved. Sergeant Higashi looked behind him and found Lt. Koga staring at him. Koga nodded and waved his hand forward. The platoon continued downstream. Koga let a few men flow by him, then rose and moved forward another ten yards.

      Lieutenant Koga halted them and signaled to use grenades. Sergeant Higashi was ready. He passed the order, and the soldiers in front pulled grenades from their ammo pouches. In perfect unison, the leading six men pulled the pins, slammed the tops onto their helmets, arming them, and threw the grenades into the darkness. Four seconds later six earsplitting explosions reverberated down the canyon. The canyon walls lit up like broad daylight for an instant leaving anyone watching temporarily blind.

      The Japanese soldiers rose from their crouched positions and ran forward firing their rifles and submachine guns.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Carver didn’t like his predicament. His squad was in a good defensive position, but seven men couldn’t withstand the platoon that was bearing down on them. They’d given the Japs a bloody nose, but they were out of grenades, and they’d shot through most of their ammo. He figured as soon as it got dark the Japs would make their assault. It’s what he would do.

      Keeping two men watching upstream he gathered the others. “I figure the Japs are coming at us as soon as it gets dark. We’re down to a couple of clips apiece. I’ve got three magazines for the Thompson. We’re out of grenades.” He patted the satchel that had become a part of his body. “This has gotta be the real deal or they wouldn’t be coming at us this hard. We’ve gotta get it back to HQ. It could save a lot of American lives.” The men stared at him blankly. They looked tired and ready to drop.

      He shook his head. “The only lives I give a rats ass about right now, though, are yours. If I could give this to them,” he touched the satchel, “In exchange for letting us go, I’d do it in a second, but we all know that ain’t happening. Japs don’t deal, and they don’t take prisoners.” He looked from man to man. “If we stay here and fight, we’ll kill a lot of Japs, but eventually we’ll run out of ammo, and they’ll run over us. The way I see it, our only chance is down the canyon and out the other side.” The men nodded their agreement. “There’s a waterfall, but Palmer said there’s a way down along the side. We move out in ten minutes. Fill canteens and eat what grub you can find.”

      Ten minutes later they were moving downstream. It was still light on the canyon walls, but deep in the canyon, shadow turned to darkness.

      Private Palmer led the way. It was further than Sergeant Carver thought. Before they got to the lip of the falls, explosions at the mouth of the canyon erupted and rolled down the canyon like flood water. The squad sank to their knees turning towards the threat.

      Carver was up, moving to Private Palmer. “How much further?”

      “Guessing fifty yards. It’s hard to tell in the dark.”

      Carver slapped him on the back. “Keep moving. Go.” Palmer stood and splashed his way downstream. No use being quiet now. Carver stopped Private Crofter and Curtis, who were watching their rear. “Find cover and slow the Japs down when you see ‘em, then get the hell outta there.” The two soldiers looked at one another then back at Carver and nodded. “Take two shots each then move. It’s fifty yards from here. We’ll cover you when you get close. No heroics, two shots and run. Got it?” They nodded and spread out to either side of the canyon. They leaned against bulky boulders and disappeared.

      Carver took off downstream hoping he didn’t twist an ankle on the slippery rocks. He came up on the squad forty yards ahead and nearly had his head taken off by jittery soldiers with fingers on triggers. Private Willy’s teeth gleamed in the night, “Almost got your head blown off, Sarge.”

      Carver ignored him. “I’ve got Curtis and Crofter up there. When you hear ‘em fire, it means the Japs are damned close. What’re you all standing around for? Let’s get down this damned falls.”

      Private Palmer stood on the left side of the canyon on the lip of the waterfall. The water rushed off the grooved edge like a thick funnel. It fell twenty feet before the laws of physics took over, and the funnel spread out then crashed into the pool with a constant roar.

      Carver leaned over the edge trying to see the pool. He was sure the scene would be beautiful if he didn’t have a platoon of Japanese soldiers chasing him.

      The roar of the waterfall surrounded him, and a sudden dread filled him. “Daniels,” the young private turned almost stumbling. “Move upstream twenty yards and listen for the Crofter and Curtis’s shots.” Daniels nodded and lumbered through the creek.

      Sergeant Carver went to where Private Palmer was making his way over the cliff edge. He had his M1 slung over his back, and he was slipping over the first ledge to a narrow lower ledge six feet below.

      He slid on his butt, moving along the wet slippery slope. When he’d gone three feet, he started to slide. He yelled out as he lost control and dropped the final three feet onto the ledge. He collapsed only inches from rolling off the edge. He looked up at Carver and gave him a thumbs up.

      He reached out and pulled on a thick vine that snaked over the second ledge. He yanked hard testing its strength. It pulled away from its attachment but arrested again and seemed to be solid.

      Carver cupped his hand over his mouth, “Does it make it to the bottom? Can we climb down it?”

      Palmer leaned out and tried to move the vine back and forth to distinguish it from all the others. He looked up at Carver and shrugged his shoulders. He yelled up, “Can’t tell, but looks good. It’s our only choice.”

      A second later Carver heard yelling and turned upstream to see Private First Class Daniels sprinting through the water, “They’re coming! They’re coming!”

      Carver unslung his Thompson and moved upstream. Daniels stopped beside him, his eyes wide. Carver stopped him, “Get the men over the side.” He pointed to the ledge the squad was hovering around.

      Private Willy came out of the darkness beside Carver. He was limping and pale. In a calm voice, he said, “I’ll help you cover Crofter and Curtis.”

      Carver nodded and yelled at the rest of the men. “Get over the side. Now!” He and Willy moved upstream and found cover. Stepping away from the roar of the falls, the sound of gunfire filled the canyon walls. There were flashes of muzzles lighting up the night. Ricocheting bullets zinged and buzzed in the canyon. Two dark shapes were coming towards them, running as fast as their legs would carry them.

      When they were almost on them, Carver stepped out, and Private Crofter lost his balance and fell into the knee deep water. He fully immersed and came up spluttering. “Jesus Christ, you scared the hell outta me, Sarge.” He got to his feet and pointed upstream. “Pretty sure we hit one or two of ‘em. They’re right on our asses though.”

      Carver slapped him on the shoulder. “Good job, the others are on the left edge of the waterfall, follow ‘em down. We’ll cover you.” Curtis and Crofter looked around and saw Willy’s teeth shining from the shadows. They nodded and left them.

      Carver aimed down his sights. “Let ‘em get close enough for my Thompson.” Carver could sense more than see Willy nodding his understanding.

      They didn’t have long to wait. The Japanese soldiers came down the middle of the creek moving from boulder to boulder. They weren’t running but moved steadily in the darkness.

      Carver had his Thompson to his shoulder. He crouched in the water with the barrel resting on a boulder. His sights were on the first silhouette. He knew Willy would be targeting the soldiers further upstream with his more accurate M1. Willy was waiting for Carver to open up.

      When the first soldier was fifteen yards away and filling his sights, he squeezed off two shots. The soldier dropped out of sight, and Carver was on the next target, a soldier behind and to the right of the first. He squeezed off another round sending the soldier sprawling and splashing.

      It was impossible to discern officers from enlisted men in the darkness, but Willy picked his first target based on his position in the group. He was in the middle and moved like he was in charge. It was a gut instinct. When Carver opened up, Willy fired. The soldier went down hard, and he shifted to the next. He fired in quick succession working his way from left to right until the Japanese were behind cover. He was sure he’d hit three others.

      Carver and Willy leaned back under cover waiting for the return fire. It came a second later. The air buzzed and snapped as bullets whipped by and smacked into water and rock.

      Carver yelled over the gunfire. “We’ve gotta give ‘em a few more minutes to get down the cliff.”

      Willy didn’t answer but leaned out and fired into the canyon. The Japanese fire stopped momentarily then concentrated on Willy’s muzzle flashes. Carver leaned out and aimed at the closest muzzle flash. He fired three times, then leaned back as the boulder shook with incoming rounds. There’s too damned many of ‘em. “We gotta go, Willy. Count of three, I’ll cover you.”

      Willy’s voice came back to him in a conversational tone, but he could make out the words. “I’ll cover you, Sergeant Carver. You go first.”

      His voice sent alarms through Carver. He looked to where he knew Willy crouched, but could only make out a dim silhouette against the canyon wall. “You hit?”

      Willy’s voice disconnected and far away. “One, two, three.” Willy leaned out and fired at the multiple muzzle flashes; walking his fire with deadly precision.

      Sergeant Carver cussed but pushed off and ran downstream with bullets chasing him. He dove behind another boulder and spun around to cover Willy’s retreat, but Willy continued firing until Carver heard the ‘ping’ of an empty clip. He called, “Willy!”

      The Japanese heard the emptied weapon too and lunged downstream. Carver aimed but before he could pull the trigger he heard Willy’s M1 bark again, and the Japanese dropped into the water. It must be his last clip. He yelled one more time, “Willy, now!” but Willy kept firing.

      Carver took the opportunity and ran to the edge of the cliff. No one was in sight. He skidded and slipped, almost going over the edge. He crouched and looked down at the smaller ledge. Private First Class Daniels was aiming his M1 at his head. Carver put up his hands, “It’s me, it’s me.”

      Daniels waved him down. “Come on. The others are halfway down.”

      Carver took one last look back up the creek. Willy was still firing. Must have a hidden clip. His shots were sporadic, like he was conserving every shot. Hope he saves the last one for himself. The Japanese would do unspeakable things to him if he were captured. It reminded him of his three Marines. “Where are Kendrick, Sparks, and Paulson?” He didn’t wait for an answer. He slung his Thompson over his back and shimmied down the slope on his butt until there was no more grip, then fell into Daniels who kept him from toppling over the edge.

      “They’re almost down. They went first with Dawkins and Palmer.” He looked to the ledge Carver had just come from, “Where’s Willy?”

      Carver shook his head, “Saving our bacon.” He pointed with his thumb and for the first time realized what Willy was doing. “He’s holding the Japs off till we’re clear. He, he’s sacrificing himself for us.”

      Daniels stared into Carver’s eyes and was about to speak when the side of his head exploded, spraying Carver with blood, bone and gray matter. Carver stared, not comprehending what he’d just seen. A bullet sliced into his cheek and burned him out of his trance. He dropped to his belly as more bullets smacked into the cliff face behind him. Daniel’s lifeless eyes stared at him, and his dead body slowly toppled off the cliff and out of sight.

      Sergeant Carver could see winks of muzzle flashes in the creek below the waterfall pool. The Japs are waiting for us. He shook his head trying to clear the image of Daniels dying. His cheek burned like fire. His hand came away bloody when he probed it.

      Jap bullets were smacking all around him. They haven’t spotted the others. They’re only shooting at me. He decided it would be best to keep it that way. From a prone position, he lifted the Thompson and aimed it in the general direction of the enemy, and squeezed off a couple of rounds. The Thompson kicked like a mule, slamming his cheek, making him wince, but his muzzle flash had the desired effect. The Japanese renewed their efforts, shooting at him and not the rest of the squad.

      The roar of the waterfall and the smacking of close bullet impacts was all he could hear. How long till the Japs get past Willy and poke their heads over the side? He aimed his Thompson at the ledge waiting, but nothing came. Back on his belly, he slithered to the edge and peered down. He could see his men only yards from the bottom.

      He squinted searching for the enemy beyond. They’d stopped firing, seeing if they’d hit anything. He looked at the black pool of water far below. He could see the whitewater as it plunged into the pool. There was no way he was going to use the vines to climb down; the Japs could see him. He only had one choice.

      The ledge he was on stuck out four feet from the wall and extended fifteen feet towards the waterfall, but the pool was another twenty feet out, at least. He couldn’t judge how far it dropped, but it looked like he could make the pool if he got a good enough push off the ledge. There was no telling how deep the pool was. He might be jumping to his death even if he made the pool.

      Still on his belly, he pushed his way back until he couldn’t go any farther. He got on his knees, took off his helmet and pack, made sure the satchel was in place, then got to his feet. The Japs hadn’t started firing again, but they’d see him any second. He took a deep breath, and gripping his Thompson, ran as fast as he could along the ledge. He concentrated on the edge, he’d have to time it perfectly, or he wouldn’t get a good push, and he’d die in the rocks below.

      He noticed the winking of muzzle flashes, the Japs had seen him. He planted his right foot on the edge and pushed off with everything he had left, and he fell through dark, empty space. The wind rushed through his hair, and he kicked his legs reaching for all the distance he could muster. He knew he was about to die, but it was peaceful. He was flying and he knew the crushing weight of gravity would end his war without pain.
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        * * *

      

      Private Willy counted to three then leaned out and fired at the muzzle flashes that seemed to be everywhere. He was calm, his breathing steady as he squeezed off eight rounds. He couldn’t see his bullets hit their marks, but he knew his shots were accurate. The clip ‘pinged’ and as fluid as the water flowing past his bloody legs, he pulled and inserted a new clip.

      The Japanese soldiers heard the distinctive ‘ping’ too and took the opportunity to rush him. They’d only gotten a few steps when Willy leaned out again, and this time he saw his targets crashing into the creek. Chalk up three more dead Japs.

      The return fire was intense, and he leaned against the boulder feeling its cool hardness against his cheek. He felt warmth down his side and knew he was bleeding again.

      He’d never stopped bleeding. Dawkins had patched him up as best he could, but there was nothing more he could do out in the jungle. The medic thought he’d only been grazed, but when the wound kept oozing through the bandage, he’d taken a closer look and realized the bullet must’ve nicked a small artery near his right kidney. He was slowly bleeding out.

      Dawkins wanted to tell Sergeant Carver, but Willy put his rifle barrel against his jaw and made him swear not to. Dawkins promised, saying, “You don’t need to be such an asshole about it, Willy. Just ask for Christ’s sake.”

      Running down the creek to the waterfall had been the hardest thing Willy had ever done. He’d resigned himself to die in the canyon during the night, but it wasn’t to be. Sergeant Carver wanted to move. He’d stood up and swayed for a full minute before finally being able to follow the squad. Each jarring step sent daggers into his side. It was all he could do not to yell out, but he wouldn’t allow the weakness to show through. Dawkins kept giving him glances, but he had his hands full with the emaciated Marines and couldn’t help.

      Looking over the edge of the cliff, he knew there wasn’t a chance in hell he could climb down the vines. He could hardly hold his rifle, let alone support his body weight. He saw covering the retreat as a way to do some good and kill more Japs.

      He hugged the rock and flinched as bullets chipped away at the front. Every instinct told him he should move, if only a few feet, but he felt weak, like a child. He heard Sergeant Carver yelling for him to follow. He leaned out and fired at another muzzle flash. He tried to yell out for him to run while he had the chance, but it only came out as a squeak.

      Bullets smacked with renewed vigor. He looked up at the night sky. The canyon walls kept the jungle from forming a complete canopy and Willy could see the intense pinpricks of light from a thousand stars. Not a bad place to die.

      Splashing from upstream brought him back to reality. Not yet, Willy. Not yet. Gotta give ‘em more time. He rolled out from behind the boulder in a prone position. Two soldiers were running straight at him only feet away. He angled his muzzle and pulled the trigger. He could hear the bullets impacting and lancing through them like they were made of paper. They toppled. One slammed into the boulder and slid backward. The other fell in a soaking splash beside him then slowly drifted downstream. More soldiers further back. He fired in their direction keeping their heads down.

      More muzzle flashes and more bullets filled the air. He didn’t have the strength to roll back to cover, so he leveled the M1 and fired back. He felt an intense heat in his left shoulder, and he couldn’t keep the barrel lifted. He hefted the M1 with one hand and fired at a figure dashing from cover. The soldier dropped out of sight the same instant he realized he’d fired his last shot.

      Out of ammo, he dropped his M1 and pulled his K-bar knife from its leather sheath. He planned to fight to the death. No torture for Private Willy. He heard the soldiers coming, splashing towards him. They knew he was empty or wounded or both.

      Willy pulled himself to his knees. He kept his head down, partially submerged. His left shoulder felt shredded, and his right hand was hidden under his belly, hiding the knife. He could feel his body shutting down. One final burst is all I need.

      The Japanese soldiers formed a circle with rifles aimed down at him. Willy heard the guttural gibberish of his hated enemies’ language. Little closer. A soldier put his boot on Willy’s right shoulder to push him over.

      Like a cobra snake striking, Willy rose up. The soldier lost his balance and Willy used his final ounce of strength to leap on him and sink his knife into the soft skin beneath his chin. The soldier’s mouth was open and Willy could see the knife in his throat reflecting his grimace back at him. It was the last thing he saw.

      Bayonets sank into Private Willy’s back. Over and over they lunged into him, screaming their hatred and fear. It took the strong voice of their lieutenant to stop them.
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      O’Connor had no reason to believe the Japanese were following him and not the trail to the coast, but he couldn’t shake the feeling of urgency. The darkness made travel difficult, but he kept a good pace.

      Private Gomez was tired, but the brief stop for calories and water had energized him, and he wasn’t having trouble keeping up. He asked O’Connor, “Where we headed?”

      O’Connor stopped and turned, breathing hard. “We’re angling towards the coast. If I’m right, we’ll hit water well west of where the Japs will. I’m hoping there’ll be some beach, and we’ll be able to get out of the jungle and move faster back to Cape Torokina.”

      In shock, Gomez said, “Cape Torokina? That’s a long way west.” O’Connor nodded. Gomez sighed. “We’ve got a long walk ahead.” He looked where they’d come from, “Sure hope the Japs aren’t following us.”

      O’Connor took his helmet off and wiped his brow. “I’ve got a bad feeling about that…” Gomez looked him in the eye. O’Connor said, “You too?”

      Gomez nodded. “Can’t shake the feeling.” They were both silent, then Gomez asked, “What should we do?”

      O’Connor looked around the jungle. The terrain seemed to be rising like they were slowly ascending a hill. “Only way to know for sure is to lay up somewhere and wait.” He pointed. “We’ll keep going this way until we find a good spot.”

      Gomez looked nervous, “If they’re able to follow us through this shit, they’ll find us, no problem.”

      O’Connor nodded and worked the problem. “We’ll double back on ‘em. I used to do it to my hunting buddy all the time.” He moved ahead continuing to talk. “Need to find a good spot to move ninety degrees off the trail. Look for hard ground or a boulder field. Something that doesn’t leave tracks.”

      Gomez nodded and pointed back the way they’d come. “There was a spot like that back about fifty yards.”

      O’Connor nodded. “I remember it.” He turned, “Let’s get there. It’s even better doing it this way. While they’re trying to figure out where the hell we are, we’ll get back on the trail and run out of here.” He followed Gomez. “Careful, they could be closer than we think.”

      Gomez got to the spot. It was a piece of hard ground with medium sized boulders strewn amongst smaller rocks. He stopped and waited for O’Connor. They both crouched and surveyed the area. O’Connor said, “This’ll work. You go first.” He pointed where he wanted him to go. “I’ll follow and make sure we don’t leave any tracks. Be as light on your feet as possible.”

      Gomez tensed and looked down the trail. He clutched O’Connor’s arm, “Someone’s coming,” he whispered.

      O’Connor didn’t hesitate. He pushed Gomez off the trail and onto the rocks. He followed close behind checking for any sign of their passage. It wasn’t perfect, but he didn’t have much time before he heard the footsteps of Japanese soldiers tromping down the trail.

      The rocks and boulders only went ten yards before turning back to spongy jungle floor. They made it the ten yards and went prone, facing back the way they’d come. They couldn’t see the trail, the day had given way to darkness, but soon they saw dark shapes.

      The soldier in front was moving in a crouch following their trail carefully. O’Connor held his breath as he walked past the spot they’d left the trail. He hadn’t noticed anything.

      It took three minutes for the rest of the patrol to pass. They waited another two minutes before O’Connor whispered to Gomez. “We have to get back to the trail and get outta here. That tracker knew what he was doing. I don’t think we’ll fool him long.”

      Gomez nodded and moved to the rocks. He kept his feet light, sure of each step, leaving no tracks in the dirt beside them. O’Connor was right behind him. He was sure they hadn’t left a trace.

      When they got back to the trail, Gomez let O’Connor lead, and they took off. The thought of the Japanese only fifty yards up the trail pushed them forward. Even though almost twenty men had beaten the trail, it was still tough to follow in the dark.

      O’Connor almost missed the original trail from the coast but recognized it in time to turn and keep Gomez from crashing into him. Gomez looked at him with wide wondering eyes. O’Connor looked to the left, the direction Carver and the rest of the patrol was, then right, the way to the coast.

      He pointed right, and Gomez shook his head. “We need to catch up with the rest of the patrol. This is our chance.”

      O’Connor shook his head. “We’ll lead the Japs straight to ‘em” he looked to the right again. “We need to move to the coast. Besides, they’re probably already home.”

      Gomez didn’t like it, but nodded, wanting to go one way or the other. “Okay, but what do we do when we get there?”

      O’Connor shrugged then turned to trot down the trail. He looked over his shoulder. “We’ll figure that out when we get there.”
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        * * *

      

      It was dark, and the trail they followed was barely visible. O’Connor was moving by instinct and what he remembered from the trip in, which wasn’t much. They moved like men who’d gone far beyond the point of exhaustion, but they kept slogging, foot by foot.

      O’Connor stopped and unscrewed the cap of his canteen and took a sip. He shook it and figured he had two more sips at most. In a voice he didn’t recognize, he croaked, “Need to find water.”

      Private Gomez only nodded in the dark. “Shouldn’t we be covering our tracks?”

      O’Connor shook his head. “Hopefully the Japs won’t figure our little trick out until morning. By then we’ll be at the coast.” He screwed the lid back on the canteen and attached it to his belt. “Figure we can swim either direction. Japs won’t have a clue which way we went. Find a good spot to come inland, find some water and hole up and rest.”

      “Rest sounds good.”

      O’Connor slapped him on the back. “We’ll be there soon. I keep getting whiffs of the ocean.”

      Ten minutes later the jungle ended, and there was an enormous black expanse spreading out forever. It took O’Connor a moment to realize he was looking at the ocean. They’d made it to the coast. He looked at his luminescent dials on his battered watch. “It’s 1 A.M. We’ve been on the move for almost twenty four hours.”

      Gomez couldn’t hold himself up any longer and fell to his knees in the soft jungle. There was a short drop to a sliver of sand. He crawled to it and sat on the jungle floor with his legs dangling. His muddy boots touched the sand. “I’ve gotta rest awhile.”

      O’Connor looked the way they’d come. It was black jungle. They’d been traveling through it for hours, but now it looked menacing and deadly. He could picture Japanese soldiers bursting through with bayonets leveled. “We can’t stop yet. We’ve gotta get away from this spot. It leads straight to us.”

      When Gomez didn’t move, he grabbed his hand and hefted him to his feet. Gomez moaned and swayed. “You’ve gotta dig deeper Gomez. You can’t quit when we’re so close. Come on.” He pulled him into the water and stopped. He looked each way. “They may expect it, but we’ll move west towards our lines. We’ll wade, covering our tracks. I don’t remember seeing the sand when they dropped us off, guess the tide’s out, which means it’ll come in and wash everything away, but we’ll stay in the water to be safe.” Gomez nodded, and O’Connor wrapped Gomez’s arm over his shoulder and helped him along.

      They moved two hundred yards splashing through the shallows. They’d both fallen multiple times and O’Connor was worried about their weapons in the salt water. If we need ‘em, we’re fucked anyway.

      They came to a point where the sand formed more of a beach. It poked out from the main island like a short tentacle. They moved along the shallows until the beach ended at the side of a river.

      At first, O’Connor didn’t recognize what it was, thinking it some odd ocean current. When he realized it was fresh water, he fell to his knees and drank a mouthful. It took every ounce of his will to spit it out. “It’s freshwater,” he rasped. Gomez dropped and put his head in, taking gulps. O’Connor pulled him up by his hair. “Put it in your canteen and add the tablets or you’ll be sick by morning.”

      Gomez shook his head, “Fuck it.”

      “Goddamit.” He pushed Gomez, and he fell on his back in the sand. “You’ll be useless to me if you’re puking, shitting and dying tomorrow. Now, do what I say.”

      Gomez’s eyes flared, but he knew the corporal was right and pulled himself to a sitting position. He filled his canteen and O’Connor dropped in one of the tabs. Waiting the few minutes would be more torture. “Tell me when to drink,” he sneered.

      Finally, they drank. They drank and refilled, drank and refilled. Their parched bodies soaked up the life-sustaining water and made them feel human again.

      O’Connor stood and looked the way they’d come. The night was dark, lit only by the magnificent expanse of stars filling the sky to the horizon. Even in his exhaustion, O’Connor took a moment to take in the night’s beauty. It looked like they were completely alone, no sign of Japanese soldiers following them, but that would change come morning.

      The river flowed into the sea as it had done for thousands of years and would for thousands more. It didn’t care about his predicament. It didn’t care about the war, it didn’t care about anything but the passage of time and the cycles of life.

      He remembered the maps they’d pored over before the mission. There were several rivers he remembered seeing, some little more than creeks and at least two that were more substantial. He didn’t remember seeing any on their boat ride in. He tried to picture which river this one was, hoping it might help him decide how far friendly lines were, but it was useless. He felt like his mind was running through thick taffy.

      Gomez stood beside him and put his hand on his shoulder. “Do we cross?”

      O’Connor nodded, “I think so. We’ll lay up somewhere on the other side. We’ll hear anyone coming across.” Gomez nodded, and O’Connor waded in.

      The bottom was sandy until he was a third of the way then it changed to gravel and rock. O’Connor looked upstream searching for anything that looked like a log coming downstream. He’d seen what a saltwater crocodile could do to a man. He hadn’t seen any on this island paradise, but this looked like perfect habitat.

      They made it to the other side without incident. The water went up to their waists, and the strong current had pushed them downstream a couple yards. They were panting like they’d run a hundred yard dash. They walked up the rivers edge to hide any footprints, then angled into the jungle.

      O’Connor stopped a few feet inside its expanse, unwilling to venture further into the darkness. The ground felt springy but dry. He looked side to side, cleared some brush and sat. “This’ll do.” He put his rifle across his bent legs. “I’ll take first watch. Get some sleep.” Gomez nodded and laid down clutching his M1 like a lover. He was asleep in seconds.

      O’Connor could hear his soft breathing and wanted nothing more than to slip into oblivion, but he bit his dry lips and fought the urge. It was a long two hours.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Captain Tagami was irritated. They’d been stopped for ten minutes while his trackers searched for the American trail without success. He’d let them work, keeping his distance, but he’d had enough. He strode through his lounging men until he reached the head of the column. Sergeant Chida stood with his arms crossed while the two trackers moved about on their hands and knees. When he noticed Captain Tagami in the darkness, he stiffened. Tagami barked, “Why can’t these men find the trail, Sergeant?”

      Sergeant Chida stared straight ahead and in a clipped tone responded, “They are having difficulty finding sign in the dark, sir.”

      Captain Tagami barked at the men on the ground. “Stand up.” The two trackers shot to their feet and stood at attention. Even in the dark Tagami could see they were scared. “Where have the Americans gone?” Neither spoke, each waiting for the other. Tagami flared, “Answer me.”

      The nearest soldier sputtered, “The trail stops. They, they must have doubled back and left from another spot, sir.”

      Tagami questioned him, “Why can’t you pick up their trail?” He knew why the moment he said it; he and the rest of the men were standing on the trail they would have doubled back on. He gritted his teeth and addressed Sergeant Chida. “We probably walked right past them without noticing. They could be miles away in any direction.” Sergeant Chida didn’t respond but nodded once.

      Captain Tagami looked at the men sitting on the trail eating and drinking, taking advantage of the temporary stop. They were dark shapes against the night, but he knew they were exhausted.

      He made a decision. “Sergeant, find us a suitable place to lay up for the night, somewhere dry. We’ll rest and search for the Americans with fresh eyes in the morning.”

      Sergeant Chida said, “Hai,” and sent the trackers in opposite directions to find a suitable sleeping area.
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      Sergeant Carver was as surprised as anyone when he hit the water at the base of the waterfall and knifed through ten feet to the muddy bottom. His legs hit hard, but the water cushioned him enough not to hurt anything. He opened his eyes, and the darkness was complete. The briny water and night combined to make the world inky black.

      The waterfall smashing into the pool right behind him buffeted his body. The roar was constant but soothing. He stayed crouched on the bottom of the pool holding his breath and wishing he’d died. If the pool had been shallow, he’d be dead already and done with all this killing and fear. He wished he could stay under and drown peacefully, but his men still needed him.

      He pushed off the bottom, but instead of rocketing to the surface, he stayed stuck. He pushed again, but his right foot wouldn’t budge. The mud had him in a death grip. He yanked hard and felt it move slightly. He felt panic growing like a cancer in his gut. He pushed and yanked and twisted, but he couldn’t get loose. His lungs started to burn like fire.

      He still held the Thompson in his hands. He reached the barrel down to his foot. He jabbed it into the mud over and over trying to loosen its grip. It worked, but not enough. He felt his body shutting down. In desperation, he flicked off the safety and put the barrel beside his foot. Will it fire? He pulled the trigger. The sound was deafening, and he felt the pressure of the bullet leaving the barrel. He gave one more pull, and his foot came loose. He shot to the surface and took in a gasping lung-full of precious air.

      He moved to the edge of the pool, stroking as best he could weighted down by the Thompson and the satchel. He got to the bank and pulled himself up. He heard a shot and saw a muzzle flash. He remembered he was in the middle of a battle.

      He laid low, catching his breath. When he had control, he assessed the situation. Using the boulders for cover, he brought the Thompson up, aiming where he’d seen the muzzle flash.

      He was still breathing hard trying to keep his muzzle up and ready. When he didn’t see anything, he put the barrel down and rolled onto his back looking up at the stars gleaming through the hole in the jungle canopy. He heard shots; they were faint against the roar of the waterfall.

      He lifted his head and saw muzzle flashes coming from the side of the waterfall. His men were down and firing. He ducked realizing he was in the middle of the firefight. Be a hell of a thing to be killed by my own men.

      Bullets whizzed and zinged above his head traveling in both directions. One smacked into the rock above his head, and he knew he needed to get out of there. He pushed back into the pool and walked along the bottom with only his head above water. He moved to the right until he could come out of the water without being seen. He slithered to a nearby log which looked like it must have come down the waterfall during high flows. He propped himself against it and peered over the top. There were more muzzle flashes from downstream. His men returned fire from the waterfall.

      Carver centered his muzzle where he’d seen the flashes. He was about to fire, but it would be a long shot. Once he fired and gave away his position, the Japs would shift their attention to him. He got to his belly and positioned the satchel, so it laid on his back. He pushed the Thompson in front and crawled under the log. The muzzle flashes erupted again.

      He moved closer using the boulders for cover. The fire from his men was the real danger. He hoped he was far enough off to the right to stay out of their fire. He ran five feet up and slammed his back into a boulder. He peered around spotting another boulder. It would give him cover from friendly fire and put him ten feet away from the Japs.

      He took the satchel off and placed it at the base of the boulder. He needed to have free movement.

      He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. He counted to himself; one, two, three and ran to the boulder. He slid into cover waiting for the bullets to come but instead, he heard the whispering of Japanese soldiers. There was a shot and the sound of another bullet being chambered.

      He pulled the magazine from his Thompson and felt the weight; it was nearly full. He pushed it back in quietly, waiting for another shot. When it came, he slammed the magazine home, pulled the primer back, and stepped from behind the boulder with the Thompson on his shoulder. The dark shapes of soldiers were only feet away. No one noticed him. They were too busy watching the waterfall. He squeezed the trigger and walked his fire from right to left. The flames from his muzzle nearly reached the writhing soldiers. Their faces lit up in terror and surprise, and they shook and danced as the bullets tore them apart.

      Carver burned through his entire magazine, making sure they were dead. He stood above them, his feet spread apart, the muzzle of his Thompson smoking and glowing a soft orange.

      The bodies sprawled in front of him were indistinguishable from one another. The darkness robbed him the sight of gore seeping from their dead bodies. He was thankful for that.

      A voice from out of the darkness brought him back from his stare. “Sarge? Is that you?”
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        * * *

      

      The American soldier at the creek had put up an impressive last stand. Lieutenant Koga respected the warrior spirit that must have flowed through the American. He’d fought Americans many times and knew they were dangerous and unpredictable fighters. He’d stopped referring to them as cowards long ago. He’d seen them kill too many of his men not to respect them. The dead GI at his feet had taken many of his men, even wounding Sergeant Higashi.

      “Sergeant, take the men downstream quickly. Find the rest of them and destroy them.”

      The burly sergeant nodded and splashed downstream exhorting the men to follow. He no longer cared about being careful.

      The single American had been sacrificed to allow the main force to escape. They were in full retreat and wouldn’t be waiting to gun him down.

      Running in a creekbed in the middle of the night was tough, but he managed to keep his feet. He heard other soldiers trip and fall behind him. He almost didn’t stop in time before falling off the edge of the waterfall. He stopped himself on the brink and yelled for his men to stop. They skidded and slipped, but none went over the edge.

      Sergeant Higashi peered over, but he couldn’t see anything except dark shapes that looked like boulders. He aimed his submachine gun at the surrounding walls, but they were steep and impassable. He wondered if the Americans had fallen over the edge.

      One of his soldiers called out, “There, down there,” pointing to the area beside the waterfall. Sergeant Higashi squinted and saw movement. The boulders were moving.

      Lieutenant Koga saw the movement at the same time his sergeant did. He pointed and yelled, “Fire. Kill them.”

      The remainder of his platoon spread out along the lip of the waterfall and hastily aimed at the Americans. First one then another fired until the entire platoon was shooting as fast as they could cycle their bolt actions. Though dark, they could see men falling and diving for cover.

      There was return fire coming from further downstream. Lieutenant Koga saw some of his men lurch and topple forward off the cliff. One soldier fell into the rushing water beside him and went down the spout of water. Koga lost sight of him as he entered the pool below.

      He aimed his submachine gun at the muzzle flashes and squeezed off a long burst. The American fire stopped, and he hoped he’d killed him, but there was return fire coming from the base of the waterfall. His men had to lean out and shoot almost straight down. He watched another soldier shudder as bullets sliced through him and he fell forward into the darkness. “Pull back from the edge, pull back,” he yelled. The men followed his order and looked at him. Lieutenant Koga pulled a grenade from his waist. “Grenades.”

      The men pulled grenades and held them at the ready. Koga judged the five-second fuse would be perfect. He counted down from three and fourteen grenades hissed their way towards the base of the falls.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Carver saw the Japanese soldiers on the lip of the waterfall. They were in perfect silhouette against the night sky. Their first volley of shots had stopped his men from moving. He was sure he’d seen at least two of his men go down, but he couldn’t tell who.

      He crouched and fired his Thompson. He shot in short two and three round bursts. He saw soldiers falling off the cliff. He pulled back at the same instant bullets slapped into the water and boulders. He yelled, “Stay in cover. They’re on the cliff!” He knew his men couldn’t hear him through the roar of the waterfall and the rifle fire. He inched around the boulder and could still see the Japanese on the ledge. No one seemed to be shooting at him, they were leaning over and firing down on his men.

      Need to get closer. Carver sprinted upstream for twenty yards and threw himself behind another boulder. He had a good view of the cliff, but no one was there. They’d pulled back. He rested his muzzle on the moss covered rock and watched the edge. He saw his men start to move away from the boulders aiming up. Carver yelled, “Move out! Come on, it’s clear.”

      They could hear him and see him waving his arm. They broke from cover at the same time Carver saw the Japanese reappear on the ledge. He aimed and fired. He hit a soldier, and he fell backward out of sight. The rest stood on the ledge hurling something. He yelled, “Grenades! Get down, grenades!”

      The squad made it ten yards when they heard Carver yelling over the sound of the falls, to take cover. They dove and covered their heads. The grenades dropped around them like deadly raindrops, then exploded.

      Carver ducked as the explosions erupted. Before the dirt settled, he was up and firing into the silhouetted Japanese soldiers. They dove back, but not before he toppled another. “Come on, move out, move out.” He saw his men trying to get to their feet. The boulders had shielded them from most of the shrapnel, but the close concussions had rattled them. Carver fired, keeping the Japanese from coming forward. He fired his last shot and swapped magazines with an adept and practiced motion. He fired a short burst and ran from cover, towards his men.

      The squad looked like drunks as they swayed and swerved, trying to make their bodies work. Carver got to the first man, Private Palmer and pushed him forward, “Go,” he yelled. Corporal Dawkins had one of the Marines on his back and was lunging forward, grunting with the exertion. Bullets zinged off a boulder near Carver’s head, and he kneeled and fired another burst at the cliff.

      His men streamed past him as he kept up a steady stream of suppressing fire. He counted five men, not enough. He pictured the men who’d passed and realized he hadn’t seen Private Curtis.

      Private Crofter was the last man to pass and Carver yelled at him, “Where’s Curtis?”

      Crofter had another Marine on his back. He looked back and shrugged. “He’s back there.” Renewed fire from the cliff made them all take cover. Bullets smacked and splashed into the water.

      Carver didn’t let them get the upper hand. He leaned out and fired. The big .45 caliber bullets slammed into the cliff wall exploding the rock. Another soldier dropped off the cliff and shattered on the rocks. He yelled, “Get to the jungle”. He moved backward keeping his muzzle on the cliff. He had a good view, and whenever a Japanese soldier moved forward, he fired.

      The squad was nearly in the spot where he’d killed the first group of enemy soldiers. The squad disappeared behind the boulders and Carver turned to run. He’d taken his first step when the air around him erupted in buzzing near misses. The Japanese had crawled forward and were lining him up for the kill.

      He ran hard, weaving in and out of boulders as bullets chased him. There was firing from the boulders to his front, and the fire coming from the cliffs lessened.

      He dove behind cover, his chest heaving with exertion. Dawkins dropped from the boulder he’d been shooting from and nearly landed on Carver. “You hit? Where you hit?” he pawed and poked at him searching for the holes he knew must be there. He saw the gash on his cheek, but the dried blood told him it wasn’t a fresh wound.

      Carver hadn’t caught his breath but pushed him away and gasped, “Get off me…I’m not hit.” Dawkins didn’t believe it and kept groping him. “Dammit, I’m not hit.”.

      He looked at him in wonder. “There’s no way they didn’t hit you. They were firing everything they had at you.” He shook his head. “You’re one lucky son-of-a-bitch.” He looked around like he’d misplaced something. “Where’s Willy?”

      Carver shook his head and looked down. “He’s gone. Gave us the time we needed to get down the falls.”

      The firing continued, but it was sporadic as each side tried to snipe the other. Corporal Dawkins sat down hard and pushed the front of his helmet up. “Never thought the Japs could kill that tough old bastard.” He shook his head, “Too damned mean.”

      Carver nodded, “What happened to Curtis?”

      Dawkins looked Carver in the eye. “I was right beside him. A grenade landed between us. Would’ve killed me, him and the Marines for sure.” He looked away reliving the moment. “He didn’t hesitate, jumped onto it.” A bullet smacked the rock they were behind, and they both flinched.

      Carver shook his head. Where do these men come from? He was wasting time. Wasting the sacrifices of the dead. He clutched the sopping wet satchel bag. “We’ve gotta get the hell outta here before the Japs decide to flank us.” He slung his Thompson over his shoulder and rummaged around a dead Jap soldier until he found one of the Arisaka rifles. He found ammo pouches and took them too.

      A plan formulated. He raised his voice. “We’ve gotta get outta here, but I wanna make those sons-of-bitches pay.” He gestured toward the cliffs. The men looked back at him with blank stares. They were dead tired. “No more shooting even if you see them. We’ll wait awhile until they think we’re gone. If they start down the cliff, that’s when we’ll open up on ‘em.” The men nodded, happy for some time to rest and eat.

      Carver felt he needed to explain himself. “If we leave now they’ll be hot on our tails and probably catch us before we get to our lines. If we stay and kill them on the cliff face, they’ll be forced to go back upstream and come the long way.” The men nodded and sat behind the boulders and ate whatever they could find.

      Sergeant Carver took the first watch, resting the Japanese rifle on the boulder. He could see movement on the cliff, but he didn’t fire. As the minutes ticked by, it was all he could do to keep his eyes open.
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      Lieutenant Koga’s jaw hurt from clenching. He’d lost half his platoon tracking these Americans down, and he still hadn’t killed them all or recovered the satchel. He lay on his belly at the lip of the waterfall. He and his men had learned the hard away about kneeling and standing. Their black silhouettes were easy to spot.

      There hadn’t been any shooting from the Americans for awhile. He had his men shoot, but there was no return fire. He made a decision. “Sergeant.” Sergeant Higashi rose to a crouch and shuffled to Lt. Koga’s side. “The Americans got down this cliff. Find out how. We need to pursue them before they slip back to their lines.”

      Sergeant Higashi nodded. “It looks like they went down the vines on the left side. They must’ve used them like a rope.”

      Lieutenant Koga looked at his sergeant’s bloody arm. He was hit in the left bicep. The medic said it went straight through without breaking bones, but it bled profusely and had to be excruciating. Sergeant Higashi never let on that he was in pain. He carried out his duty as if nothing had happened. “Will you be able to climb, Sergeant?”

      Higashi looked embarrassed. “I will make it, sir.” He gathered the men and sent them to investigate the route down. Five minutes later he reported to Lt. Koga. “There’s an outcropping we can climb to, then we use the vines to the bottom. It looks slow but effective.”

      Lieutenant Koga nodded. “Good. I want three men covering our descent in case the Americans are only in hiding.”

      Sergeant Higashi nodded and said, “Hai.”
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Carver saw movement on the cliff. He tracked them with the Japanese rifle but didn’t fire. There was a group forming on the side of the falls. They’d figured out how to descend the waterfall.

      He whispered to the men. “Get to position. The Japs are making their move.” They stood, stifling moans as they pushed their aching bodies back into action. They found their firing positions and tracked the targets on the ridge. “Don’t fire until I do. I want to pick as many off as possible, but none can make it to the ground.” The men nodded. “When we don’t have any more targets we disengage and move downstream.”

      Sergeant Carver watched the dark shapes of soldiers climbing to the outcropping. It was difficult to see them once they were off the ridge. He wished he had a flare gun, but they were traveling light. He squinted trying to see through the gloom.

      The soldiers on the outcropping were visible only as blobs of darkness. He wondered if he’d be able to see them at all once they started descending the vines. He didn’t want to shoot too early and leave soldiers on the ridge, but he couldn’t risk any soldiers making it the creek bed either.

      He took his eyes off his sights and looked to his men. They were well concealed, waiting for his signal. The three Marines had captured Japanese rifles and were ready as well. He decided he’d wait until he saw at least two soldiers start descending. He’d shoot them first if he could see them.

      More soldiers climbed down to the outcropping. He started to see the vines moving as they took the soldier’s weight. He pulled the rifle into his shoulder and centered it on the back of the lead climber. Hope the previous owner zeroed his rifle. He squeezed the trigger and the rifle bucked into his shoulder. He cycled another round with the bolt action. He was pleased with the ease of the action and happy to see his target fall from the vines.

      The rest of the squad opened fire, and the dark shapes writhed and fell. Muzzle flashes winked from the top of the cliff and Japanese bullets slammed into the boulders. The men ducked away.

      Carver swung his rifle to the ridgeline and waited for another muzzle flash. It came a second later, and he adjusted his aim and fired. He quickly recycled the bolt and fired again and again until the five round clip was empty. He had no idea if he hit anything, but he drew their fire. He ducked back as bullets ricocheted off the rocks. He yelled, “Take the climbers. I’ll keep the ridgeline pinned down.” The men leaned into their rifles and fired at the shapes still on the outcropping. Carver reloaded and fired at the winking flashes. He thought he saw one soldier’s head snap back, but he couldn’t be sure.

      He pulled back as another volley of fire came at him. The ‘ping’ sound of empty clips up and down the line told him his men were empty. He used the pause to yell. “We gotta go. Reload and fall back down the creek.”

      The squad moved away from the boulders keeping cover between themselves and the Japanese. There was firing coming from the top of the falls but nothing from the outcropping. Corporal Dawkins shouldered his rifle and went to where the Marines were still firing. He touched Kendrick’s shoulder, and he looked back. He had a smile that seemed to reach both ears. Dawkins said, “Come on, we gotta go.”

      Kendrick nodded but fired the round he had chambered. He turned back to Dawkins and said, “Finally giving some back to those sons-of-bitches.”

      Dawkins nodded and repeated, “We gotta go.”

      He turned away and crouched waiting for Kendrick to get on his back, but the Marine shook his head. “I can make it, Doc.” He looked to Private Sparks and Paulson who were beside him. They were grinning.

      Sparks nodded. “No sweat, Doc. We can make it.”

      Dawkins turned and looked to Sergeant Carver who’d heard the exchange. “Keep ‘em in front of you and move out.” Dawkins nodded.

      Carver pointed at the Marines as they struggled to their feet. “If you slow us down we’ll have to carry you again.” The Marines nodded. They stood on shaky legs. Dressed in rags and holding impossibly long Japanese rifles, Carver thought They looked like pictures he’d seen of children hit hardest by the great depression.

      The determination on their faces told him they’d die before being helped again. He took one last look at the dark cliff face. There was still firing coming from the ridge, but nothing from the outcropping. He ducked and moved out, following his men. The occasional bullet chased after them, but he was certain the Japanese couldn’t see them in the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant Koga ducked when the Americans started shooting from the creek bed again. As he feared, they’d laid in wait until his men were exposed. His men on the cliff edge immediately returned fire, but the American fire continued, and his men on the outcropping were falling. There was no cover. They returned fire at the winking muzzle flashes, but it was only a matter of time before they were all hit and down. The men still on the cliff were prone and returned fire in greater volume.

      He moved the rest of his platoon away from the cliff edge but left three men covering. He noticed one soldier wasn’t firing. He looked to be sleeping, but the hole in the back of his head told him otherwise.

      He crawled forward and peered over the edge. He looked down at the men on the outcropping. There was no movement, only dark shapes intertwined in death.

      He couldn’t count how many there were. He clenched his jaw. He wanted to attack, to descend on the American squad and kill them all slowly. They’d inflicted terrible damage, and he had nothing to show for it.

      He didn’t like it, but he knew what he had to do. He turned from the carnage and in a tight voice ordered, “We move back upstream and circle to the creek bed.” The men were crouched and staring. Lieutenant Koga erupted, “Now!” He clenched his fists as the soldiers jumped into action and started retracing their steps.

      Sergeant Higashi shouldered his rifle and winced in pain. His bicep wound had stopped bleeding but the pain increased. He channeled it away, redirecting it as hatred toward the Americans.
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        * * *

      

      The GIs moved fast down the creek for two hundred yards. If the Japanese decided to try the cliff again, Carver wanted to be far enough downstream that they’d have a hard time catching up.

      He called to Private Crofter in the lead position. He was splashing and cursing as he slipped on wet rocks, but he finally heard Carver’s rough voice. He stopped, and Private Palmer cussed at him when he collided. “Shaddup, Palmer. Trying to hear Sarge.”

      Carver slogged through the knee deep water until he was beside Crofter and Palmer. “It’s time to slow down. I figure we’re close to our lines, but we can’t see shit at the bottom of this valley. Find us a good spot to get out of the creek and move south.” He motioned to his left. “We need a rocky spot, somewhere we won’t leave any obvious tracks.” He checked his wristwatch and noticed the face was cracked and unreadable. He looked around at the six remaining men. “Anyone have a watch that works?”

      Corporal Dawkins, his medic, and ranking soldier, pulled back his sleeve and squinted at his wrist. “It’s 0315, Sarge.”

      Carver nodded. “Okay. The sun’s gonna be up in a few hours. I want to be somewhere we can get our bearings by then.” The squad stared back at him. Their blank stares reminded him they’d been awake for more than twenty-four hours; fighting for their lives the whole time.

      The Marines looked like wraiths with their sallow cheeks and shredded uniforms. “We’re almost out of this nightmare. We’re gonna make it. Just need to push for a few more hours.”

      Dawkins asked, “What about O’Connor and Gomez? Aren’t they supposed to meet us?”

      Carver pinched the crown of his nose and shook his head. “Yeah, that was the plan, but he knew it was unlikely. He and Gomez are probably already back on Hill 260 sleeping like babes.” Everyone grinned wanting it to be true but knowing it wasn’t.

      Carver pointed with his thumb, “This group of Japs we’re dealing with came from downstream. We haven’t seen the original group, so O’Connor and Gomez were successful in drawing them away. I’d put my money on those two against any size Jap force any day of the week. O’Connor’s a damned mountain man, for chrissakes.” He knew he was trying too hard, but it made him feel better. “Now move out and find us a good spot to get out of this creek.”
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        * * *

      

      Private Crofter found a suitable spot another three hundred yards downstream. He stopped and waited for Sergeant Carver’s approval. Carver nodded, “Looks good.” He raised his voice. “Drink what’s in your canteens and fill ‘em back up. Don’t know when we’ll get another chance.”

      When they finished, Private Crofter led the way out of the creek. Carver stayed back, pointing his Thompson upstream. He had one magazine left, and once used it may as well be a club. He had the rifle slung across his back along with the satchel hanging at his side. He felt like he was a heavily armed delivery boy for the morning paper.

      Once the last man left the creek, he stepped out. He stepped from stone to stone until there were no more. He could see where the others had jumped out as far as they could onto the mossy ground. He jumped too and landed softly. He crouched and felt around for the boot print he knew he’d find. He did his best to cover and conceal, but doubted he’d fool anyone that was looking; especially in daylight.

      Private Crofter led them away from the creek, heading due south. The ground gradually sloped upward. The jungle went from nearly impassable to tolerable.

      After an hour, Crofter stopped and crouched. The men were exhausted and slow to react, but they bent tired knees and searched the area for enemy soldiers.

      Sergeant Carver shuffled by them and crouched beside Crofter. Crofter didn’t speak but pointed. He was at the edge of a cliff. In the darkness, it could be twenty feet or a thousand. Carver whispered, “Shit, is there a way around it?”

      He could sense Crofter’s shrug. Crofter pointed. “Look at that.”

      Carver followed his arm and saw the soft glow lighting up low clouds. Carver grinned in the darkness and slapped Crofter on the back. “By God, that’s Mount Bagana. She’s spewing hot tonight.” Crofter nodded not understanding the significance. “Bagana’s northwest of Hill 260. We’re closer than I thought.”

      “What about this cliff? I can’t keep moving south. We have to skirt it.”

      Carver took a deep breath and blew it out. He took a look at the sky and made his decision. “We’ll move away from the cliff and wait for daylight. I think we’ll be able to see Hill 260 from here. I’m betting it’s right there.” He pointed into the gloom. “I’ll bet the Torokina river’s at the base of this cliff.” Crofter looked at him with a blank stare. “It’s the river that runs near the front of Hill 260. We can follow it upstream. It’ll lead us home.” Crofter smiled. “Find us a good place to sit for another hour. Should be light enough by then.”
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        * * *

      

      They sat in the jungle for forty minutes. Everyone except Carver and Dawkins slept. Carver stood on aching legs. “Stay here, I’m going to the cliff, see what I can see.” Dawkins nodded and looked downhill, the way the Japs would come when they did.

      As he came out of the jungle, the day brightened significantly, and he looked out over the green expanse of Bougainville Island. It was beautiful despite being deadly.

      He peered over the edge and caught a glimpse of water moving past vines. He felt relief flood over him. They were almost home.

      He followed the river upstream and saw the bombed out husk of Hill 260. He thought the ugly little hour glass shaped hill was the prettiest thing he’d ever seen. He figured it was a mile away as the crow flies. The terrain between himself the hill would be tough going though. He figured they had two hours of hard walking, but at least they knew there was an end in sight.

      He hustled back to the squad. Dawkins looked at him with raised eyebrows. Carver smiled. “Get the men up. We’re a mile away from hot chow and a nice safe foxhole.”

      Dawkins pushed himself to his feet. He moved as if made of wood. He kicked the nearest man’s boot. It was Palmer. It took a number of hard kicks before his eyes flickered open. It was the same for all the men.

      Carver helped the Marines to their feet. They swayed like thin willow branches in a strong wind, but they weren’t ready to give up. They shouldered their captured rifles because they were too weak to hold them in their arms.

      Carver led the squad to the edge of the cliff, and they walked along it, moving east. He moved slow, not because the men were tired, but because he figured they had to be smack dab in the middle of Japanese territory. If the Japs behind us don’t kill us, we’ll surely run into others that will.

      The cliff descended toward the river, and without anyone noticing when it happened, there was no more cliff. They were walking along the river’s edge.

      Carver stopped and crouched, watching the water flow past. The rest of the squad crouched. Carver looked downstream. The morning light danced off the surface burning his aching eyes. He pulled his helmet lower and looked upstream. The river’s edge was sloping sand. It looked inviting. He wanted to slip off his boots, wade into the fresh water and float downstream on his back. He shook his head. He desperately needed to sleep.

      He took a deep breath and waved the squad forward. Won’t be long now. Their eyes looked hollow in their red sockets. He moved out and heard them follow.

      There was the unmistakable sound of a rifle firing, and the sand in front of Carver erupted in a geyser. The men dropped to the jungle floor.

      Carver spun to the sound of more firing coming from above and behind. He couldn’t see where it was it was coming from, but knew they were exposed. He pushed himself up and raised his Thompson to his shoulder. “Run, get around the corner,” he yelled.

      They ran past him, ducking bullets that smacked the ground around them. Carver still couldn’t see where it was coming from, but he fired towards the ridge. The thumping of the heavy caliber sub-machine gun felt good. He sprayed bullets along the ridge they’d left. He could see rock and soil exploding as his bullets slammed the ridge. He burned through half his magazine before his finger came off the trigger.

      Private Palmer ran past him, the last of the beleaguered squad. Carver didn’t wait, he pulled in behind Palmer and ran. His ears were ringing, but he could still hear the crack of Japanese rifles.

      The squad followed the river. It curved to the left, and soon the shooting stopped, but they kept running.

      Private Sparks tripped and went down hard. Palmer stopped and bent to help. Carver got on the other side, and they lifted the Marine. Carver gasped, “Bend down I’ll put him on your back.” Palmer bent, and Carver threw the Marine onto his back. Carver marveled at how light he felt. Like bones covered in skin. Sparks grunted as Palmer started running again. The rifle on Spark’s back thumped and gouged him with each jarring step.

      The squad veered towards the river and were soon out in the open running on the hard sand. Carver didn’t like how exposed they were, but they were moving fast and right now getting to their lines fast was all that mattered.

      They were low on ammo. Carver had half a magazine for his Thompson and two clips for the rifle. The others were worse off than him. They wouldn’t last long if they had to stand and fight.

      They came around another corner and Carver got a glimpse of Hill 260. The river continued turning away from the hill. They’d have to cross it, or they’d be moving in the wrong direction. Carver yelled to Private Crofter in the lead. “We’ve gotta get to the other side. The hill’s across the river!” Crofter was lost in the headlong retreat and didn’t respond.

      Carver yelled, “Cross now. I’ll cover you.” He waited until he saw the squad heading for the river. It was larger than the creek they’d fought in, but the current was slow. It looked like it would be up to their waists at the deepest. He hoped they wouldn’t have to swim. He doubted they had the energy.

      The squad splashed into the river and started wading across. Carver was crouched where the jungle turned to sand watching their back. There hadn’t been any signs of pursuit since they’d made the corner, but he knew the Japs were close.

      He glanced back at his squad. They were halfway across. Palmer still had Sparks on his back and Dawkins had the other two Marines at his side, helping them along. A couple more feet and he’d move across too. He heard yelling coming from downstream, and his mouth went dry. He yelled, “Here they come, hurry your asses up!”

      He saw a figure dressed in the greenish uniform of the Imperial Japanese Army run from the jungle onto the sand. He saw the Americans crossing and went down to his knee and brought his rifle to his shoulder. Carver stepped out from cover with his Thompson firm against his shoulder. The enemy soldier saw him and tried to adjust to the new threat, but Carver was already firing. The soldier flew backward as plumes of red mist erupted from his chest. A second and third soldier burst from the jungle. They’d also seen the Americans and couldn’t stop in time before seeing Carver.

      They skidded and slipped, and Carver emptied the rest of his magazine into them. They bucked and writhed as the .45 caliber bullets tore into them.

      The Thompson was empty. He slung it and unslung the Arisaka rifle. He worked the bolt action and chambered a round. He saw movement in the jungle and fired. The bolt action was slow, but he got in a rhythm, and emptied the clip. He retreated back to the jungle as he fumbled for another. He heard yelling and screaming coming from the jungle.

      The squad made the other bank. Private Palmer and Dawkins were waving him to cross. The Marines and Crofter were prone with their rifles up. They were firing, giving him cover and a chance.

      He didn’t hesitate. It was now or never. He threw the rifle down and secured the satchel and took off like he was running a fifty-yard dash race. The hard sand was easy to run on, but when he hit the water, he needed to high-step to keep from tripping. His progress slowed, and he knew he’d be shot in the back any second. Will I feel it?

      He kept churning forward knowing his luck would run out any second. His squad was firing, but they seemed too far away. He was too easy a target. He would die in seconds.

      Over the sound of rifle fire and river splashing, he heard another sound; like someone whistling a long drawn out note. He thought maybe his exhausted mind imagined it, when he felt the thump of a mortar round slamming into the river bank he’d just left.

      He was halfway across, up to his waist and moving slowly. The current pushed him, coaxing him downstream. He turned as another mortar shell landed in the jungle. The explosion looked small, but he saw a body flung forward.

      More explosions followed. He stood in the middle of the river watching the spectacle. There was splashing to his front, and he saw Corporal Dawkins high-stepping through the water with his M1 rifle held high. Carver shook his head and waved him back. “Get back. I’m alright, get back.”

      Carver pushed forward, and the water shallowed, and he was running again. Dawkins met him halfway and tried to assist, but Carver pushed him away. “I’m fine. Let’s get outta here.”

      The mortar fire continued. The fire from the Japanese stopped. Carver and his squad were in the jungle moving towards Hill 260. They were breathing hard. Carver couldn’t get control of his breathing, none of them could. Are we dying?

      There was another voice to their front and it took Carver a moment to realize it wasn’t one of his men. “Halt. Identify yourselves.”

      The squad exchanged confused glances. They had no idea what to do. None of them figured they’d make it back alive. The soldier challenged them again. “Identify, or I’ll shoot.”

      Carver took a deep breath and got control. He managed to say between gasps, “Don’t shoot…we’re Americans. Able Company, 164th Regiment, Americal Division.
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      O’Connor jolted awake. For an instant, he thought he was back in the forests of Oregon, but the trees were wrong. Where are the towering ponderosas and craggy scrub oaks? The war and jungle of Bougainville came rushing back when he saw Private Gomez looking at him with his rifle across his lap. He whispered, “Morning, Corporal.”

      Corporal O’Connor wished he was back in Oregon, but he’d woken from a dream into a nightmare. He pulled back his sleeve and wiped the face of his watch. It was 0500. He’d gotten a few hours of sleep. He did a silent assessment of his body, there was a general fatigue and soreness, but he felt a little better. He rolled to his side and pushed himself onto his elbow. The ground was wet, and he was too. He sat up and had to stifle a groan as his muscles protested. “Did it rain?”

      Gomez nodded, “yeah, hard, but only for a few minutes. You slept right through it.”

      That was a first for O’Connor. Must be more tired than I thought. “We gotta get a move on.”

      Private Gomez shrugged. “You know where we are? Where base is?”

      O’Connor nodded and pointed northwest. “Our lines are that way. We should move out before it gets too hot again.”

      “How far you think it is?”

      “Couple miles maybe.” He looked southeast, the way they’d come. “The Japs will pick up our trail in the daylight.

      “We don’t have much food left, but we’ve got plenty of water.” He gestured to the stream flowing past.

      O’Connor dug into his small pack and pulled out the food he had left. Even combined with Gomez’s, there was barely enough for one person to live on for more than a day or two.

      They split what they had and decided to eat before moving out. Watching the river flow by as the sun brightened the sky reminded him even more of Oregon. He wondered if he’d ever see his home again.

      Private Gomez tore off a chunk of chocolate bar and pointed the way they’d come. “Beautiful the way the rain washed our prints away. Japs would have to stumble onto us.”

      O’Connor thought he was right. The rain had turned the strip of sand perfectly flat. It looked as though nothing had walked upon it since the beginning of time.

      He looked around the piece of jungle they’d chosen. It was thick with a tiny view through to the river and beach beyond. It was like looking through a green tube. It was a good position, they had a view a long way down the beach, and they were completely concealed.

      Gomez finished swallowing his half a candy bar and stood. The sun was barely above the horizon, and steam was rising from the jungle floor.

      O’Connor hated to leave such a good position, but they had to keep moving. If he wasn’t pursued by Japanese troops, he could live off the jungle. Their entire Regiment was trained to live off the land if it came down to it, but the Japanese presence was the main threat, not starvation.

      O’Connor leaned over to push himself up when Gomez’s body went rigid. O’Connor heard him take in a sharp breath then lower himself down. He whispered, “Japs.”

      O’Connor looked through the peek hole and saw figures moving down the beach. They were still a long way off, but he knew it had to be Japanese soldiers. He counted four. They walked close to the jungle, probably looking for any signs of their passage.

      Gomez looked at him with wide eyes. O’Connor needed to make a choice. He looked northwest towards freedom. He went over their options in his head. If they moved, they’d leave fresh boot prints in the wet ground. The Japs were searching every inch and would find their tracks. If they stayed put, they could stay hidden, and the patrol might move past them, but then what? They’d have the Japs between them and their lines. He made his choice. He signaled they were staying.

      They were fifteen yards off the beach. They’d burrowed deep into the underbrush, and the fresh rain had invigorated the plants they’d trampled returning them to their stout selves. Unless the Japanese stepped directly on them, they’d never find them.

      O’Connor pulled his ammo pouch off his belt and set it beside him. He had six more clips for his M1; forty-eight shots. Gomez had seven clips. If they had to fight, they wouldn’t go down easily.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Tagami had his men up an hour before the sun. They ate what little food they had and did their morning duties. Every soldier had the runs. Having a solid shit was a distant memory for all of them.

      He gathered them in the lightening jungle. “We will find the lost trail and kill the Americans this morning.” The men nodded taking it as fact as if it had already happened.

      An hour later, the trackers figured out what the Americans had done. “They left the trail here.” The taller of the two pointed to a rocky outcropping. “Once we passed they got back on the trail and went back the way they came.”

      Captain Tagami nodded and pointed. “Go.” The trackers trotted off with their rifles slapping their backs.

      When the trackers got to the fork in the trail, they studied the ground. The brief cloudburst rainstorm the night before made everything muddy. The taller tracker stood to his full height and pointed, “They went this way, sir.”

      Tagami nodded. “South, towards the ocean. They’ll be easier to track if they’re on the beach.” He bellowed, “move out.”

      It took another forty-five minutes to reach the beach. The trail stopped. Both trackers looked around, desperate to find the trail, but there was nothing. Captain Tagami towered over them with his balled fists on his waist. “Well? Which way?”

      The taller soldier looked to his comrade who spoke. He had an annoying nasal voice. He stuttered, “S-Sir the trail stops at the beach. It looks like they used the beach, but the rain washed away any sign. There’s no way to know which way they went.” He lowered his head expecting it to be lopped off.

      Tagami sighed and nodded. “Sergeant Chida.” The stout sergeant was at his side standing stiff as a board. “Take two men southeast along the beach. I’ll take the others this way.” He pointed. “The American lines are this way, but they’ve been clever and may try another trick by going a way we wouldn’t expect.” Sergeant Chida nodded and picked out two soldiers. As they stepped onto the sand, Captain Tagami said, “Don’t go more than a mile. If you don’t find anything join us. If you do, come get me immediately.”

      Captain Tagami watched them move down the beach. There was a small strip of sand. Sergeant Chida walked on the firm sand while the two others were in the jungle moving slow, checking for any sign.

      Captain Tagami led the remaining soldiers northwest. He dropped to the strip of sand and looked out to sea. The water color was green and inviting in the early morning light. There were no ships on the horizon. He didn’t expect to see any, but he longed for the days when he wouldn’t have been surprised to see a Japanese naval vessel cruising along. He wondered if he’d ever see another friendly ship.

      Since the landings, the main American forces had moved beyond the Solomon Islands, leaving himself and every other Japanese soldier on the island to wither on the vine, like a fruit tree without water. The image saddened him. He knew he’d die on this island, maybe today.

      He let the men pass in front of him. Two moved along the strip of sand with their eyes towards the jungle. The others moved off into the jungle. If the American’s had moved inland, they’d find their tracks.

      With the early morning deluge of rain, any tracks would be hard to find, but it was his only chance. His mission to recover the satchel of maps had already failed. He knew the men he was pursuing were a diversion from the main body and the satchel. He wondered if he’d made the right decision, but he was committed. Finding and killing the Americans would help him feel better, but would do nothing to make his mission a success.

      He pictured Colonel Araki’s face turning into a mask of rage at his failure. Perhaps bringing the Americans in as prisoners would alleviate his rage. He decided he’d try to keep at least one American alive.

      As they moved down the beach, the strip of sand widened. It was perfectly flat, like a blank page of paper. As the strip widened, the sand softened. The gentle lapping of the green sea and the peaceful sounds of the jungle made him feel like he was walking along a beach back in Japan. No, this sea was warm and gentle unlike the cruel sea of his boyhood.

      An hour passed and the men saw no signs of human activity. It was as if they were the first humans to pass this way in millennia.

      Ahead he saw a river mouth. Most of his men were still in the jungle moving in line with him, searching the ground. When they came to the river edge, Captain Tagami called them down to the beach.

      No one had anything to report. He looked across the river. It was bigger than he thought it would be. The flowing water would be easy to cross.

      “Fill your canteens. We’ll take a break before crossing.” He looked upstream. There was a heavy mist clinging to the water and jungle. “Private Sato. Watch for Crocodiles.” Private Sato nodded and trotted upstream a few yards and took his rifle off his shoulder. The rest of the men waded in and dipped their canteens. Some scooped handfuls of water and dumped it over their heads. The cool water washed away the sticky heat.

      As the men cooled off and replenished, Captain Tagami looked back the way they’d come. His footsteps disappeared on the horizon. He wondered if Sergeant Chida had been successful. He doubted it. He looked at his surroundings. He decided to wait for the rest of his squad.
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        * * *

      

      Corporal O’Connor and Private Gomez watched the Japanese soldiers moving relentlessly towards them. They moved slow, in search mode. O’Connor decided the soldier nearest the lapping waves was an officer. He didn’t have any insignia he could see from this distance, but the way he carried himself made it obvious.

      He got Gomez’s attention and pointed at the officer. Gomez was sitting in the rifleman’s shooting position with legs crossed, elbows resting on knees, holding his rifle steady. He took his eye from his sights and glanced at O’Connor. He shifted his aim and centered the sights on the sauntering officer. He was still a long way out, but he would be the first man to die if it came down to it.

      The officer stopped at the river’s edge and yelled something. Japanese soldiers materialized from the jungle. There were more than O’Connor originally thought. He counted thirteen including the officer. It was too many to take on by themselves. Their only chance was staying hidden and undetected.

      O’Connor was relieved when they didn’t cross the river. It looked like they were taking a break. Having the enemy so close didn’t allow Gomez and O’Connor to relax, but it delayed their fates.

      Gomez lifted his eyes from the sights. They didn’t dare move. Their body positions would be their positions for the foreseeable future.

      After twenty minutes O’Connor’s legs were numb. He flexed his toes, then his calves and quads. He felt the pins and needles of blood returning to starved muscles. It reminded him of Elk hunting with his father in the high mountains of Oregon, except in this case he didn’t want the quarry to get closer.

      Two hours passed and O’Connor thought the Japanese might just set up camp. Then he saw why they were waiting. More soldiers were coming down the beach. O’Connor guessed they must have gone the other direction, and when they didn’t find anything, rejoined.

      The officer was the first to stand. The other men followed and started hefting bags and weapons. There were sharp, clipped orders and the men hustled around getting ready to move out. When the three stragglers formed up, the officer had words with another soldier. He spoke then listened and nodded. He pointed to the river, and they waded in and dipped their bodies. One soldier floated on his back and let himself drift downstream.

      Gomez and O’Connor were sighting down their rifles again. There were sixteen enemy soldiers a mere fifty yards away. It would be an easy thing to open fire, but O’Connor knew they wouldn’t kill them all even if they waited until they were crossing the river.

      The three stragglers cooled off for another few minutes before joining the main force. One of them spoke with the officer and nodded his head, then barked something to the others. O’Connor signaled to Gomez; that soldier, a noncom, would be the second to die.

      The first Japanese soldier waded into the river and started to cross. The others followed, careful to keep their spacing. O’Connor and Gomez barely breathed.
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      When the Marines realized they’d made it to friendly lines, they collapsed. They wept and shook as they realized their ordeal had finally come to an end. Private Crofter and Corporal Dawkins bent to pick them up, but they were pushed back as litter bearers picked the Marines off the ground and placed them on stretchers. They moved them like they were made of glass.

      There were stretchers for the rest of them too, but they looked at the stretcher bearers with daggers, and they backed off. Sergeant Carver explained, “We’ve come this far, no way we’re quitting this close to the end.” Crofter, Dawkins and Palmer shouldered their rifles and filed in behind Sergeant Carver.

      The soldiers from Able Company lead them along the jungle trail and up through the hill defenses. There was no more shooting from the Japanese. Either they’d been killed or retreated to the jungle.

      As the bedraggled squad filed past the foxholes, the soldiers occupying them gawked. They were only gone a couple of days, but to the men who stayed behind, they looked like they were from another planet. They couldn’t help notice how few there were. They nodded, and some took off their helmets as if in the company of angels. Carver recognized most of the faces and nodded back.

      They went to the command bunker. One of the escorts ran inside, and in seconds Lieutenant Swan ran out. The returning squad members snapped off sloppy salutes, and Swan stared with an open mouth. He looked from man to man, stopping at Sergeant Carver.  He finally spoke. “Welcome back.”

      Carver reached into his pocket and pulled out a bloody jangle of dog tags. He extended them and Lt. Swan took them. Swan’s mouth drooped, and he hefted them feeling their weight. Carver said, “There’s a few I couldn’t recover.”

      Lieutenant Swan spread them out reading each one. “Jesus,” he murmured. He closed his fist around them and shut his eyes.

      Carver slipped the satchel off his shoulder and held it out. Lieutenant Swan reached for it, “What’s this?”

      “It’s what those dog tags paid for.”

      Lieutenant Swan opened the satchel and pulled out a damp, cloth document. It was a map with arrows and Japanese writing. He looked at Carver with undisguised joy. “Is this what I think it is?”

      Carver nodded. “Pulled it off a Jap trying to escape with it. The way they’ve been pursuing us, I’d say it’s important.”

      Lieutenant Swan stuffed it back in the satchel and turned back to the bunker. “I need a debriefing. I need to know everything.”

      Carver didn’t move. Lieutenant Swan stopped and looked over his shoulder in confusion. He was about to repeat the order, but Sergeant Carver spoke first. “Are Corporal O’Connor and Private Gomez here?”

      Lieutenant Swan looked confused and touched the wad of dog tags jangling in his pocket. Carver shook his head. “We split up. He got the Japs to follow him while we escaped. He headed to the drop off point. He’d try to get back here on foot.”

      Lieutenant Swan shook his head. “You’re the first we’ve seen. I’d know if they showed up anywhere along the line.”

      Carver’s eyes flashed. “You don’t need a debrief from me.” He put his meaty hand on Cpl. Dawkin’s shoulder. “Dawkins can tell you everything.” Dawkins nearly collapsed under Carver’s hand. He looked at his sergeant with uncomprehending eyes. “These men need food and rest, and I need a ride to Puruata Island.”
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant Swan wasn’t happy, but he knew Carver wouldn’t rest until he’d done everything he could to get O’Connor and Gomez back. He sent Sergeant Milo and Private Bennett with him.

      Private Bennett drove along the jungle road like a race car driver. He seemed to hit every bump and hole. Carver tried to eat K-rations but gave up after losing half of it on the floor of the jeep.

      Sergeant Milo raised his voice over the engine. “The Japs attacked a transport truck along this section day before yesterday. It’s best to do it at speed. He’ll slow down in another mile.” Carver nodded, wishing he’d told him that before he tried eating. Sergeant Milo continued, “Sounds like you had a hairy time out there.”

      Carver didn’t bother answering. He could feel every muscle in his body screaming for sleep. Holding onto the side, he closed his eyes. He was on the edge of consciousness. Awake just enough to hold on. When they were beyond the danger zone, Private Bennett slowed slightly, and Sergeant Carver went into a jolting sleep. Sergeant Milo leaned from the back seat and held Carver’s shoulder so he wouldn’t fall out.

      They arrived at the main lines fifteen minutes later. There were two soldiers on either side of the road. They waved them forward when they saw they weren’t Japanese.

      Private Bennett drove through the tent city that had sprung up around the headquarters and past the lines of artillery pieces dug into the muddy ground with high walls of sandbags surrounding them.

      He skidded to a halt beside the small dock. Puruata Island sat across the narrow channel. Sergeant Milo hopped out the back and slung his Thompson sub-machine gun over his shoulder. He slapped Sergeant Carver on the shoulder, and his eyes snapped open, taking in his surroundings. “We’re here,” said Milo.

      Carver shook his head until the cobwebs cleared. He stumbled out of the jeep, catching his foot and nearly falling flat on his face. Milo reached out and held him up. “Jesus Christ, Carver, you can barely function. This is bullshit. You need rest.”

      Carver shrugged Milo’s hand off, “I’m fine. Just waking up.” He took steps towards the small boat moored to the dock. There was a sailor sitting beside it with a fishing rod in his hand. “You. Sailor. Cast off, need a ride to the island.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a short trip. Carver thanked the sailor, who shrugged his shoulders and asked, “You want me to wait for you?”

      Carver shook his head and hopped off the skiff onto the dock. It swayed under his feet. He noticed all the PT boats moored alongside the dock except one which was hanging from a crane. There were sailors without shirts working on the hull. As he approached, he noticed the small holes running in a line along the entire length. The sailors were filling them in with caulking and replacing some sections with new boards. They saw the GI walking with purpose towards their boathouse and stared.

      Carver burst into the same airy room he’d gotten Commander Hawkins’ briefing only a few days before. Three sailors were talking in a corner. They all turned when they heard his sudden entrance. Carver didn’t waste any time. He walked up to them looking for rank insignia, but they wore dirty t-shirts. He didn’t recognize any of them and assumed they were part of the repair crew. “Where’s Commander Hawkins?”

      The sailors looked him up and down. The taller of the three asked, “Who wants to know?” Carver was in no mood for bullshit and leaned into the sailor’s chest. He glared until he backed away. The sailor looked for help from his buddies, but both backed away, seeing the crazed look in the crazy infantry sergeant’s eyes. “I-I’ll go see if I can round him up for you, Sarge.”

      Carver nodded, “Tell him Sergeant Carver wants a word and be quick about it.” He pushed him, and the sailor almost tripped over his own feet trying to get away.

      An uncomfortable minute passed. The remaining sailors stood back wondering what this dirty, crazy sergeant wanted with their commanding officer.

      Commander Hawkins entered the room and looked him up and down. “Sergeant Carver, it’s good to see you’re back safe.” Carver snapped off a salute and Hawkins returned it. “At ease.” He gestured to a chair, and Carver reluctantly sat. “What’s this all about, Sergeant?”

      Carver gave him the nuts and bolts of the mission. He ended by telling him. “O’Connor and Gomez were following the trail we took in. They’re heading back to the drop off point. We need to take one of your boats out there and pick them up.”

      Commander Hawkins looked at his watch. “We don’t do daylight missions, too much exposure to Jap Zeros. The Japs don’t either for the same reason.”

      Carver squinted. “I haven’t seen a Zero since I’ve been here, sir. The fighter jocks cleared ‘em out.” He pointed, “My men are out there somewhere, and your boats are the quickest and best way to get ‘em out. Those men saved our asses. I can’t leave ‘em out there to die.”

      Commander Hawkins looked at the floor then back to Carver. “You don’t even know if they’re alive. I can’t risk the lives of my men and these boats for a mission that might be for nothing.”

      Carver shook his head. “You’re right. I don’t know if they’re alive for sure, but O’Connor’s the best jungle fighter in the whole damned Army. He’s alive, I know it in my guts.” He thumped his chest with his fist. “I know it in my heart.” Commander Hawkins didn’t respond, but Carver could tell he was warming to the idea. “It’ll be quick. We’ll stay well away from the shore until were at the drop off point. We can move in fast, if they’re there they’ll hear the engines and show themselves. We’ll pick ‘em up and be back here in a couple  of hours.”

      Commander Hawkins said, “Plans never hold up in battle. I doubt it’ll be that easy.” He paced a few steps then nodded his head. “Okay, I’ll get the men together. They thought they were getting a much deserved day off. They won’t be happy.” Carver looked at him through exhausted eyes. Commander Hawkins nodded, “we’ll shove off in an hour. Why don’t you curl up somewhere and use the time to sleep? You look like shit.”

      Carver nodded and threw him a salute. “Thank you, sir. You won’t regret it.”

      Hawkins gnashed his jaw and shook his head, “I already do, Sergeant.”
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      O’Connor and Gomez watched the Japanese soldiers wading across the river. They had their M1’s leveled on the officer and the sergeant. They followed their movements with their barrels. The sergeant was in front of the group and the officer in the middle. The first soldier stepped out of the river and onto their side of the creek. He looked around with his long rifle at waist level.

      The day was bright and hot, and still morning. It would be another scorcher on Bougainville. Sweat dripped off the tip of O’Connor’s nose and pooled on the rifle stock. He wondered if he’d live long enough to see midday.

      As more enemy soldiers came out of the water, they spread out, coming closer to their position. The lead soldier stopped on the sand right in front of their hiding spot. He looked at the ground scanning for footprints. O’Connor thanked God the heavy rainstorm had erased any sign of their passing.

      O’Connor watched the soldier out of the corner of his eye. He didn’t look directly at him, fearing his gaze would alert some hidden sense. He’d seen it happen plenty of times while hunting big game. He kept his rifle pointed at the officer who was coming out of the river. If they were discovered in the next couple of seconds, he’d shoot him first then shift to the soldier standing in front of him.

      Long seconds passed as the soldier waited for his comrades to catch up. Once they did, he looked into the jungle and sighed. He mumbled something under his breath and pushed into the brambles.

      Their hiding place was in the thickest portion they could find. Hopefully, the soldier would avoid the extra work it would take to push through it. He’d have to come straight at them with a concerted effort to stumble upon them.

      O’Connor decided if he did come, he’d drop his rifle and use his knife. It would be quieter and may give them a chance to slip into the jungle without alerting any other soldiers. He had little doubt they’d track them down if they found their trail.

      The soldier called out, startling O’Connor and Gomez. O’Connor felt his heart rate increase as his body flushed with adrenaline. He could feel Gomez stiffen in his seated position, but neither made a sound.

      The soldier called out again, and this time there was an answering call from the beach. Another soldier was coming to join him. O’Connor wondered how thorough they’d be. If they searched diligently they’d find their hideout, and he had little doubt they’d die.

      Once the second soldier stepped into the jungle they exchanged words and the first soldier seemed to point directly at O’Connor. The second soldier looked into the jungle, and nodded. He stepped past the first soldier and pushed into the thickest section, using his rifle to push vines and branches out of the way. With the first soldier watching there’d be no way for O’Connor to kill him with his knife.

      He shifted his rifle barrel almost imperceptibly to the advancing soldier. He figured Gomez was doing the same, but they couldn’t risk speaking. O’Connor went over it in his head. He’d shoot the closest soldier then the second soldier, then find the officer again.

      The Japanese soldier pushed and struggled. He’d advanced to within ten feet. O’Connor glimpsed flashes of the man. His face was dripping sweat beneath his helmet, and he grunted with each step.

      O’Connor knew Gomez was waiting for him to make the first move. Another two steps and I’ll fire. O’Connor put pressure on the trigger. He aligned the barrel with the soldier’s chest. At this range, the thirty caliber bullet would barely slow down as it passed through his body. The second soldier was behind but slightly forward. If Gomez didn’t kill him first, it would be an easy traverse. If he did it fast enough, he should be able to get a bead on the officer before he could find cover.

      The soldier stopped, took off his helmet and wiped his forehead. O’Connor applied more pressure on the trigger. He decided not to wait. The second soldier suddenly yelled, and the close soldier turned to look at him. There was a deep thrumming sound coming from the ocean. At first, O’Connor didn’t know what it was, but as the sound grew, he realized it was the familiar sound of a PT boat going full throttle.

      The soldiers ran out of the jungle to join their squad on the beach. Gomez looked back at O’Connor with a questioning glance. O’Connor shrugged and took the opportunity to get out of his crouching position. His legs were asleep, and they almost collapsed when he tried to stand. He ignored the pain as blood rushed into them. He leaned forward and pushed vines and brambles away trying to see what was happening.

      The sound of the PT boat’s engine intensified as it neared. O’Connor could see it was further up the coast, about where they’d been dropped off the other night. Are they looking for us?

      He looked at the troops on the beach. The officer was yelling, and the Japanese dropped to their bellies. O’Connor could tell the PT boat hadn’t seen them, or they would’ve engaged. He looked back at Gomez and whispered, “That’s our ticket out of here. We’ve gotta get their attention.” Gomez nodded, and O’Connor saw the fear in his bloodshot eyes. “We’ve gotta attack. Once we fire, the Japs will have to shift and engage, and hopefully, the boat will see them.” Gomez gulped and gave him a short nod.

      O’Connor went to his belly. “We’ve gotta get to the edge of the jungle for a clear shot. Stay down and follow my lead.” Gomez went to his belly without a word, and they slithered forward until they were at the jungle edge. They were six feet apart with only thin vines and leaves for cover.

      The Japanese soldiers were facing away, lying flat. Their light tan battle fatigues were perfect camouflage in the sand. They looked like scattered rocks.

      O’Connor found what he thought was the officer. He was on his belly faced away from him. He couldn’t be sure it was him, but he was in the same area he’d seen him last. From this angle, O’Connor would be shooting him in the ass. The thought made his sphincter pucker.

      The PT boat was coming close to shore but hadn’t slowed. It was turning ninety degrees towards them, paralleling the beach. The graceful lines of the boat were cutting a white wake through the sea. The waves were lapping up against the shore.

      At its present course and speed, the boat would be in front of the Japanese soldiers in another minute. He heard yelling from the beach, issued orders. They were coming from the officer. The soldiers responded by shifting positions and bringing their weapons to bear. They were going to engage the boat when it was close. With sixteen guns, it would be an effective ambush. O’Connor couldn’t let that happen.

      He gave a low whistle and Gomez looked his way. He signaled that he was firing in five seconds. Gomez nodded once and brought his cheek to the stock of his gun placing the sights on the sergeant he’d kill first.

      O’Connor put pressure on the M1’s trigger until it fired. He continued firing into the officer’s backside. The officer arched and writhed onto his back pushing along the sand. He pushed himself to the river’s bank and out of O’Connor’s sight. He moved to the next target, the closest soldier, the one who’d nearly stepped on him. The soldier had heard the shot and was looking back over his shoulder directly at O’Connor. O’Connor put a bullet through his eye and found the next soldier. Before he could fire Gomez, put two bullets into his side, and he slumped.

      The soldiers on the beach were turning around to face the unseen threat. O’Connor shot two more before the ‘ping’ of his empty clip sounded. Gomez covered him while he pushed in a new clip.

      The return fire coming from the beach was inaccurate, fired in panic. O’Connor put the muzzle on a soldier who was pulling back the bolt to reload. He was exposed and only twenty yards away. O’Connor put two thirty caliber bullets through his head. The soldier’s head snapped back then slumped forward.

      A bullet whizzed between them snapping leaves and vines. Gomez fired his last shot, and O’Connor covered him while he reloaded. The easy targets were dead or out of commission.

      The remaining Japanese were behind the cover of the sloping river bank and were firing into the jungle. They still hadn’t pinpointed their position, but they would soon, and then they’d die. Bullets smacked into the jungle all around them. One plowed into the sand and sent a fountain of debris into O’Connor’s eyes. He cursed and wiped furiously. “Cover me. I can’t see.”

      He tried to open his heavy eyelids, but it was too painful. He clawed at his side for his canteen. He felt bullets whipping and snapping through the jungle around him. He felt the panic starting to mount, rising up like molten lava to the crest of a volcano. He concentrated on the canteen, unscrewed the lid and dumped it over his eyes. There wasn’t much left, but it was enough to clear his vision. He looked to his left and saw Gomez clawing at another clip. Bullets slashed the leaves and vines sending debris onto his back.

      He cursed, he hadn’t heard the ping from Gomez’s M1. He brought his rifle to his shoulder and fired towards the river bank. He could barely see the enemies’ heads through the thick layer of gun smoke. A Japanese bullet sliced into his helmet and his head flung back as the helmet flew off. Gomez stopped firing and looked over at him; sure he was dead.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Tagami knew he would die soon. He got shot from behind somehow. Two bullets had sliced up his leg and into his body. He felt them burning from the inside, like hot branding irons. In his initial burst of adrenalin his body had reacted without him knowing how.

      He found himself on the riverbank facing back towards the jungle. He had no idea how he’d gotten there, but he could see his blood track soaking into the sand leading straight to him. He thought it looked like a lot of blood. He pulled his submachine gun from under his torso. The sling kept it close to his body. He was glad he still had a weapon. He’d die fighting at least.

      He tried to lift the weapon and aim, but a sudden weakness overcame him. He felt as though he couldn’t lift a single sand pebble, let alone his weapon. He cursed and forced himself to push it forward. He propped it on the slight rise in front of him, the clip acting as the fulcrum point. He reached up and with great effort depressed the trigger. The machine gun jumped in his hand, and he lost his grip. He cursed and tried to recover, but it was no use. He had no energy.

      He rested his head and looked to his right. Beside him he could see his men firing their rifles over and over into the jungle. He could hear them chattering, but he couldn’t understand what they were saying. Good soldiers. These are valiant warriors. It’s been an honor. He wanted to say it out loud, but he couldn’t speak. Even words were difficult.

      With the last shred of energy, he turned himself onto his back and stared up into the blue sky. He coughed, and it sent wracking pain through his chest. He felt liquid draining from his mouth. Blood, no doubt. Movement caught his eye. It was coming from the sea. He lifted his head and tried to focus. The shape of a boat slashing towards him reminded him of the American PT boat they’d been trying to ambush.

      He watched as the guns on the boat opened up. Even in broad daylight, he could see the long tongues of flame reaching out to him like dragon’s breath. He tried to call out, to warn his gallant soldiers, but he couldn’t make his throat work. It was clogged and unusable. A glowing ball of flame raced towards him. Before it destroyed his body, he thought it looked quite beautiful.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Carver was beside Commander Hawkins as they raced towards the jungle. The powerful boat was at maximum speed, slicing through the water like a supercharged torpedo. He was concentrating on the jungle, his Thompson submachine gun on his hip pointing to the sky. “You’re sure this is the spot?”

      Commander Hawkins nodded but didn’t speak. He was concentrating on BM Smitty at the bow. Smitty was watching for shallow reefs. When the boat was on a plane it only needed a few feet of water, but if they came close to a reef, they’d have to turn, and that would require more water.

      Hawkins was confident they were in the general area of the drop-off point, but navigating using old maps wasn’t an exact science. He hadn’t run into trouble during the drop-off, but there was no guarantee they were in the exact same spot. Hidden reefs were always a danger and he didn’t want to be stuck near the jungle when night came.

      The second PT boat stayed back from the shore. They’d be in support if needed. Commander Hawkins looked over his shoulder reassuring himself of its presence. Glad we’re never alone out here.

      Hawkin’s plan was to keep the boat on a plane and parallel the bank from forty or fifty yards out. If the two missing men were nearby, they’d hear the boat and come running. The problem was, they’d also alert any Japs lurking nearby.

      When they were fifty yards out, Hawkins put the boat into a steep left turn. Carver reached out to steady himself, never taking his eyes off the coastline. He shook his head. He had to yell over the throbbing engine. “It all looks the same. I can’t see the trail.”

      Commander Hawkins finished the turn then leaned close to Carver’s ear, “The river mouth up ahead.” He pointed. “That’s west of the drop-off point. We’re definitely in the same area.”

      Carver followed the beach and found the river inlet. From this far out it looked little more than a slight intrusion poking into the sea. Carver hadn’t studied the maps as Hawkins had. He continued scanning the beach and jungle. He’d have to trust Commander Hawkins knew what he was doing.

      Ensign Hanks was beside Carver glassing the coastline with his binoculars. He heard Hawkins mention the river inlet and focused in on the area. The sea was smooth, but it was difficult to maintain a steady gaze through the binoculars. He was about to scan away when he saw something flash. He leaned forward steadying the glasses with two hands. There it was again, this time he could see a wisp of smoke rising. He dropped the glasses squinting then put them back to his eyes.

      He stepped behind Commander Hawkins, having to push past Carver, who gave him a hard look. He tapped Hawkin’s shoulder and handed the binoculars to him. He pointed, “Something’s happening at the river mouth. I saw something.”

      Commander Hawkins pushed Carver over and took his position, leaving the driving duties to his second in command. He put the glasses to his eyes and adjusted the focus. He concentrated on the spot. He saw a wisp of smoke and then the brief flash of something bright. The boat was cruising down the coastline, the river inlet becoming more clear with every foot. He dropped the binoculars and yelled to Carver, “Something happening at the river mouth. Move forward and tell the gunners to be ready.” Carver reached for the binoculars, but Hawkins shook his head, “No time. Alert the gunners. Now.”

      Carver slung his Thompson and shuffled his way forward, careful to keep his grip on part of the boat at all times. He passed the message, and the gunners primed their weapons and turned their big barrels towards the river.

      Carver stayed beside the forward 20mm gunner and unslung his Thompson. He crouched with one arm holding his weapon the other holding the boat. The gunner glanced at him and leaned close. “Move out of the way or the spent shell casings will burn you.”

      Carver looked at the ejector port beside him. He shook his head. I must be losing it, stupid. He didn’t say anything but moved to the right and behind the gunner.

      As they came within two hundred yards of the inlet, Carver could see beige blobs beside the river. There were occasional flashes and wisps of smoke. He knew there was a firefight going happening. He pulled back the primer on his Thompson. He knew his weapon would be almost useless at this range, but he wanted to be ready. He could see firing coming from the tree-line. That’s gotta be O’Connor and Gomez. His heart rate quickened as the coming combat raced at him full-speed.

      He looked back at Commander Hawkins, who was watching the battle through binoculars. Hawkins leaned toward Ensign Hanks’ ear and said something. The boat turned out to sea slightly. Carver realized he was putting the boat more broadside to the coastline, allowing every gun a shot at the battle.

      The situation developed quickly, but Carver saw the Japanese on the riverbank firing towards the jungle. If the PT boat gunners opened up too soon, O’Connor and Gomez would be directly behind the line of fire. He yelled trying to get Hawkins’s attention, but he was still glued to the binoculars getting ready to tell his gunners to fire. He had his hand up like he was starting a race. When he dropped it BM smitty would relay the order to the gunners, and all hell would break loose.

      Carver slapped the 20mm gunner’s leg. He ignored it, concentrating on BM Smitty and tracking his barrel along the backs of the Japanese soldiers. Carver was about to stand and get the gunner’s attention, but Commander Hawkins’ hand went down, and Smitty yelled, “Open fire!”

      The rumble of the engines at full throttle was overcome by the powerful hammering of three deck guns firing on full automatic.

      Carver watched as the river erupted in geysers and the sand around the beige blobs exploded as if it were an artillery strike.

      There were fifteen seconds of sustained fire before BM Smitty relayed Hawkins’s call for a cease-fire. The target area was engulfed in dust and water spray. The boat continued at full speed passing the river mouth. The guns traversed keeping their targets covered. Carver strained to see the jungle beyond the carnage, but he only got glimpses of green.

      The boat turned ninety degrees out to sea. It traveled forty yards before turning sharply back towards the beach. Carver was straining, trying to see his lost soldiers. He gripped his Thompson cursing the gunners for firing while his men were in the line of fire. The image of their shredded bodies flashed across his mind. He didn’t know if he’d be able to restrain himself if Hawkins had killed his men.

      As the boat approached forty yards, it turned ninety degrees again and slowed to a few knots. The boat slumped forward sending up a wake that traveled up the river current like the back of an immense body. The waves lapped against the shore, licking the boots of dead Japanese soldiers.

      The air cleared, and Carver could see movement along the jungle line. The gunner beside him swiveled his barrel to the spot, and Carver stepped in front. “Those are my men, goddammit. Hold fire.” Carver looked at Commander Hawkins, whose face went white when he met his eyes. He didn’t have to speak, Hawkins could see the murder in his eyes.

      Sergeant Carver saw someone stumble out of the jungle on unsteady legs. Carver didn’t hesitate, he launched himself into the sea and started swimming until his feet touched the sloping sand bottom. He waded out of the sea, and unslung his Thompson, ready to kill any Japanese that had survived. He lowered his weapon when he saw the mass of body parts intertwined like a nightmare goulash. He could hardly tell they were human, the only clues, bits of hands, boots, and rifles.

      He ran towards the tall figure in the jungle. He recognized O’Connor and couldn’t suppress the smile spreading across his lips. He heard O’Connor’s voice and saw him waving.
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        * * *

      

      A new sound joined the fight and O’Connor thought it was the happiest sound he’d ever heard. The heavy thumping of machine guns coming from the PT boat. The Japanese were in full view with no cover. O’Connor yelled, “Stay down, stay down.” Gomez stopped firing and buried his head into the jungle floor. The heavy machine guns cut a deadly swath into the Japanese, but O’Connor and Gomez were in the line of fire. Stray bullets from the powerful fifty caliber machine gun would tear them apart the same way it was destroying the Japanese.

      The machine gun fire was intense but slackened and stopped after what seemed an eternity. O’Connor lifted his head and looked over at the motionless Gomez. He called, “Gomez, Gomez. You hit?” He dropped his M1 and lunged over to his side. He reached out to turn him over, but when he touched him, Gomez exploded with violence and slammed his fist into O’Connor’s cheek. He was about to hit him again, but O’Connor threw himself onto his back. Gomez thrashed around but O’Connor talked him down. “Easy does it. It’s over. Easy”

      Gomez stopped struggling, and O’Connor could see reason returning to his crazed eyes. He was breathing hard. He shook his head, “Sorry.” He reached out, “You Okay?”

      O’Connor touched his cheek and nodded. He pointed to the PT boat which was turning away from the beach at high speed. “Let’s get outta here.”

      O’Connor stood and with his M1 over his head, walked out of the jungle. Gomez stayed crouched trying to shake off the uncontrollable shaking that wracked his body.

      O’Connor kept a close eye on the Japanese soldiers scattered around the beach. The PT boat slowed and turned back towards them. Every gun aimed at him.

      Someone on the PT boat yelled, and O’Connor saw a big man jump off the boat. He landed in deep water but swam until he could touch, then pushed his way through. He was grinning like a crazy man. O’Connor waved, “That you, Carver?”
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      The boat ride back to base was uneventful. O’Connor and Gomez couldn’t keep from grinning. Sergeant Carver thanked Commander Hawkins. Hawkins asked Sergeant Carver, “What would you have done if your men got hit?”

      Carver gave him a hard look then said, “Guess we’ll never know.” Hawkins knew the answer.

      They left Puruata Island and found a ride back to Hill 260. The ride back was a blur full of bouncing potholes and muddy corners. They were exhausted, barely able to keep themselves from falling asleep and falling out.

      The jeep churned to the top of the hill, and the men rolled themselves out. The driver didn’t waste any time. He whipped the jeep around and headed back to the safety of the headquarters compound.

      The three ragged soldiers were met by Lieutenant Swan and Sergeant Milo. They stood in a loose formation swaying like grass in a high wind.

      Lieutenant Swan looked them over. “Welcome back men. You’ve had quite an ordeal.” They stared at him, barely comprehending his words. “Get some chow and rack time. I’ll make sure no one disturbs you for the next ten hours.” He stepped forward noticing the gash along the side of O’Connor’s head. The blood had stopped flowing, but the side of his head was encrusted with dried blood. “Get that wound looked at first, Corporal.” He looked the other men over and noticed Carver’s gashed cheek. “You too, Sergeant.” Carver touched the gash, and remembered the wound.

      Swan continued “Before I let you go, I want you to know the maps you stole from that Jap internment camp are proving invaluable. Intelligence thinks they’re the real deal.” The men were losing focus; barely able to keep their eyes open. He slapped Carver on the shoulder, “Get some rest. See you in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Araki wasn’t expecting to get a report from his errant Captain Tagami. It had been a week since he’d sent him after the American patrol. He hadn’t heard anything from them since. Lieutenant Koga and what was left of his platoon, did return, however and reported their failure to kill the American’s. Colonel Araki was irate and threatened to relieve the young officer, but officers were in short supply.

      He put the Lieutenant through a rigorous debriefing, keeping him in a sweltering tent while his men questioned his every decision. By the end, Lt. Koga was convinced he’d die for his failure.

      Colonel Araki was baffled that Koga hadn’t encountered Captain Tagami and his men. He thought of Captain Tagami as his most competent officer. Had he lost the American’s trail so easily? And why hadn’t they returned? They didn’t have enough rations with them to survive a week in the jungle. He thought they must have come to some unknowable demise, but not knowing their fate ate at him.
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        * * *

      

      One week later Sergeant Carver and Corporal O’Connor were back on regular duty. They’d been through a rigorous debriefing with Lieutenant Swan and the company commander, Captain Flannigan.

      Flannigan was convinced the Japanese maps and battle plans were authentic. After the debriefing, he’d jumped in his jeep and shot off Hill 260 with a broad grin on his face. He was delivering the Japanese playbook to regimental headquarters. It was just the sort of thing that advanced an officer’s career.

      Lieutenant Swan was beaming as well. He’d kept Sergeant Carver and the remaining squad members off the guard rotation for most of the week. Now, however, Carver and O’Connor were back on the line crouched in slit trenches midway down Hill 260. The trenches were well used, they even had drainage ports for the daily torrential downpour that never seemed to take a day off.

      The platoon was back to full strength with the addition of men from the beachhead. The replacements were all veterans, and fit in well, but every time Carver saw one, he was reminded of the men he lost. Losing Private Willy weighed on him. Willy was tough as nails, but he’d died just like so many others.

      O’Connor stood and peered over the edge of the slit trench. The day was moving towards evening, the sun starting to dip towards the horizon to the west. O’Connor squinted into the jungle at the base of the hill. He looked down at Carver propped with his back against the wall and his feet on the opposite wall. “You think they’ll pull us back; now they know the Jap’s plans?”

      Carver shrugged. “Doubt it. Lieutenant Swan certainly thinks so. That’s why he’s so damned happy. He hates our position, and I can’t say I blame him. We’re stuck out here like a tick on a dog. The way they’ve been resupplying us, giving whatever we ask for, they’re keeping us here.”

      O’Connor continued scanning the empty jungle. “If the Japs do what we think they’re gonna do, we’re screwed. We’ll be cut off and surrounded. How many did it say they were committing again…twelve thousand?”

      Carver nodded, “Something like that, but coming over those mountains should whittle them down a bit.”

      O’Connor spit into the dirt. “That’s tough jungle, no doubt.” The silence stretched until O’Connor broke it. “March 8th isn’t far. Only a couple weeks. If they’re keeping us here, hopefully, they’ll give us some armor, or more artillery.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Colonel Araki stood outside the colonial style house in Buni on the southern tip of Bougainville. He’d made the trip along the newly constructed jungle road they’d been using to gather troops and materials for the planned assault on the American lines.

      There was a constant flow of traffic even in broad daylight. The jungle canopy so thick overhead kept the hated American fighters and bombers away. Even if they knew where they were, the canopy would explode any bombs and stop any bullets long before they’d reach the ground.

      The busy troop traffic made his journey in the opposite direction slow and frustrating, but he felt he needed to make his case directly to General Hyakutake. He hoped delivering his thoughts in person would add weight to his plea.

      He’d been waiting inside the foyer of the grand house for over an hour, and he was starting to wonder if he was forgotten. The soldier at the desk hadn’t stopped stacking and sorting piles of paper and folders since he sat down. There was a buzzing sound, and the soldier peered through the stacks of papers and said, “General Kanda will see you now, sir.”

      Colonel Araki stood but squinted at the soldier. “I have an appointment with General Hyakutake.”

      The soldier pushed his round glasses up his nose. “Yes sir, but General Hykutake fell ill two days ago, and Lieutenant General Kanda is overseeing all his business until he returns, sir.”

      Colonel Araki gritted his teeth. This runt of a man was starting to annoy him. He barked, “You will stand at attention when addressing a superior officer, Corporal.”

      The small man nearly fell over backward, but managed to get to his feet and stand stiff as a rail. He saluted, “Yes, sir.”

      “When is General Hyakutake expected to return?”

      Still at attention, the young soldier’s brow was sweating, wetting the beige hat he wore. “I do not know, sir.”

      Colonel Araki slapped the side of his thigh with his hat and clutched his briefcase. “Show me to General Kanda.”

      The soldier sprang into action happy to be rid of the grizzled old soldier. “Right this way, sir.” He motioned him towards a closed double door. He swung the doors open and stepped in while Colonel Araki waited on the threshold. “Colonel Araki to see you, sir.”

      Lieutenant General Kanda was second in command of the 17th Army. He was known as a tough, by the book leader. His distinctive bald head, which he kept closely shaved, shone and reflected the ceiling fan spinning lazily above him.

      He looked up but didn’t stand. “Ah, Colonel Araki. What is so important that brings you here, so far from your duties?”

      Colonel Araki saluted and waited until it was returned. “General Kanda, I was expecting General Hyakutake. Is the General well?”

      General Kanda stood and shook his head. “He’s suffered some kind of spell. He’s an old soldier. The doctors think he may have had a stroke, but it’s too early to tell.” He looked at him sharply, “You haven’t answered my question, Colonel.”

      Araki felt sick. He’d known General Hyakutake since Nanking. They’d devastated half of China together and conquered countless colonial islands. He was counting on his close ties to convince him to change the attack plans.

      He took a deep breath and decided there was nothing to do but forge on. “I’m here to discuss the upcoming attack on the American positions.”

      General Kanda smiled, “I have a constant flow of information coming from the front, Colonel. I don’t need or want my front line commanders making special trips to brief me.”

      Colonel Araki shook his head. “I’m not here to brief you, sir. I’m here to discuss changing the timeline and possibly the entire plan of attack.”

      General Kanda’s smile turned to ice. “Why would I do that?”

      “I know it’s late for changes but…”

      Kanda interrupted, “The attack is in a couple of weeks, of course it’s too late for changes.”

      Araki nodded but continued. “It wouldn’t have to be drastic changes. I believe the Americans know when, where and how we’re going to attack…”

      Again, General Kanda interrupted. “Of course they do, because of your blunders the American’s have the entire battle plan, but it won’t matter. We’re bringing overwhelming forces to the battle, and there’s nothing they can do about it. Even knowing everything, they still won’t be able to keep our brave soldiers from pushing them off the foothills.” His eyes gleamed as he pictured the victory in his mind. “Then we’ll rain artillery fire onto their damned airfields, and push them back into the sea.”

      Colonel Araki knew it wasn’t going well and thought he should salute and leave, but the thought of coming all this way without explaining his plan seemed a waste. “If we changed a few things, like attack routes and the attack date, we could save many lives. We could even change the attack routes to hit their forces from the opposite direction they’re expecting us and take them by surprise, hastening our victory.”

      General Kanda clasped his hands behind his back and paced. Araki stood at attention sweating. Kanda stopped, spun to the back wall and peered up at a portrait of General Hyakutake which was below a much larger portrait of Emperor Hirohito. “I have fought under General Hyakutake for many years. He’s a worthy commander one who deserves our respect and admiration. This attack is his plan, his legacy. He may not return to the battlefield.” He turned back to look Araki in the face. He leaned on the desk. “The attack will commence without changes. Understand?”

      Colonel Araki stiffened and clicked his heels. “Of course, sir. Thank you for your time and consideration, sir.”

      He saluted, and Kanda returned it. “You’ve come a long way, Colonel. Why don’t you spend the night? The local girls are warm, friendly and mostly clean.”

      Araki shook his head quickly. “Thank you for the offer, but I need to get back to my men. There’s a lot of preparation to be done, sir.”

      “Dismissed,” Kanda said. As Colonel Araki limped out, he said, “I’ll expect nothing short of victory, Colonel.”

      Colonel Araki stopped and without turning, nodded “Yes, sir. Victory or death, I will do my duty.”
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      For the next three weeks, everyone in Able Company was busy fortifying Hill 260. The bunkers were reinforced with another full layer of sandbags; the slit trenches were widened. An intricate system of connecting trenches were dug, so men could travel between strongpoints without exposing themselves to enemy fire.

      There was a constant flow of war material streaming in from the rear. Ammunition was piled high. More .30 caliber machines guns were placed along the line until there were more guns than qualified operators. More men were brought in to man them.

      Whatever Captain Flannigan and Lieutenant Swan asked for, they got, including five Sherman tanks. Captain Flannigan kept them out of sight in the jungle behind the hill. There were five dugouts ready for them to pull into once the firing started.

      According to the captured Japanese plans, the attack would begin with a sustained artillery barrage, in the early morning hours of March 8th. There would be three prongs of Japanese soldiers hitting three different hills soon after the barrage stopped. Hill 700 a few miles to the west, Cannon Hill in the middle, and Hill 260 were all targets.

      Lieutenant Swan thought once the big brass saw the situation they’d pull his men off Hill 260, and put them back into the line. He doubted, even though they knew the exact plan down to the last detail, that their company could hold against such an overwhelming force. The odds seemed too great.

      Captain Flannigan and every officer up the chain didn’t see it that way. They wanted the Japanese to attack and commit their remaining forces. They’d flounder against a well dug-in foe and withering, pre-sighted artillery.

      Lieutenant Swan turned an ugly shade of white when he heard the rest of Able Company wouldn’t be on the hill when the steel started flying. He’d be left to defend it with a reinforced platoon.

      Sergeant Carver had overheard the conversation and relayed it to Corporal O’Connor, careful none of the other men heard.

      “The captain stood there beside the LT with his hands on his hips looking out over the jungle like MacArthur for chrissakes. He told him how much he wished he could stay on the hill with him. It was a good show, acting angry and let down, but it was all bullshit. Told him the rest of Able is being pulled back as a fast reaction force in case the battle doesn’t go as planned in other sectors.”

      Corporal O’Connor shook his head and kept filling sandbags. The attack was supposed to come in the morning. The rest of Able Company had left the day before, and the hill seemed empty without them. “They’ll probably have to come save our asses unless the Nips cut off the route.”

      “We’ve got a shitload of artillery that’s gonna rain hell down on the Jap’s heads, not to mention a full airfield of bombers and fighters.”

      “Think it’ll be enough to stop ‘em?”

      Carver flicked the butt of the cigarette he’d smoked down to a nub and blew out the white smoke. He shook his head, “Doubt it.”

      O’Connor pointed down the hill. “They’re out there right now; every crevice filled with Japs. Why don’t we just start bombing the crap out of ‘em now? I mean at least take out their artillery.”

      “The brass doesn’t want to spook ‘em. Wants ‘em to think we don’t have a clue to what’s coming.”

      “They’ve gotta know we stole their plans.”

      Private Gomez trudged up the hill with two loaded sandbags. “You guys need these? I can’t stack anymore. I don’t think a direct hit could knock my hole out.” O’Connor nodded and directed him to place them on top of the many others. “When the Jap artillery starts coming, you’re gonna think about those two bags you gave away.”

      He grinned, and Gomez slapped him on the arm. “Let ‘em come, we’ll blow the hell out of ‘em.” He turned and went back to his hole.

      From up the hill, Lieutenant Swan sauntered to their hole. He inspected the layout and dropped in next to them. He checked their fields of fire and nodded in approval. “I want most of the platoon up at my bunker at 1500 hundred hours for a briefing, Sergeant.”
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        * * *

      

      The platoon sat around outside the entrance to the command bunker. Radio wires were bundled and ran out the entrance then split off and traveled underground to different areas of the hill. A lot of sweat had gone into digging the trenches the wire ran through. They’d dug it three feet down, hoping it was enough to keep the vital communications open despite the Japanese artillery. Carver hoped it would work, but thought it would make repairs more difficult. If all else failed, there was always the good old fashioned runner.

      Lieutenant Swan stepped out of the bunker with two aides and Sergeant Milo at his back. The men started to stand, but Swan shook his head, “Remain seated men.” He stepped forward, and the aides spread out to either side. Sergeant Milo stayed behind him with his burly arms across his chest and a scowl on his face. “Thanks for coming.” Private Gomez looked at Corporal O’Connor and rolled his eyes, as if they had a choice. “As you know, tomorrow at 0400, the Japs will commence their attack.” He looked at them as if giving the news for the first time.

      “They’ll start with artillery, which means you have to be buttoned up tight. The brass has decided not to fire counter-battery, so it’s gonna be hell up here.”

      The men looked at one another muttering. This was news. Lieutenant Swan put up his hands for quiet. “I know, I know, it sounds crazy, but they don’t want to give up the game before the attack starts. Once enemy troops are confirmed in the open, they’ll not only hit the artillery but the troops too. If all goes as planned, the Japs will die where they stand, but as we all know that’s not likely to happen.”

      He started to pace. Carver thought he looked much older than the wide-eyed kid he’d first met back on Fiji. “We’ll undoubtedly be in close contact. We’ve got good fields of fire, good artillery support and you’re all experienced fighters. I have no doubt we’ll break this attack.” The men looked unconvinced.

      “Make sure you have plenty of ammo and water. Once things kick off, there won’t be a chance to resupply easily.” He stopped pacing and clasped his hands behind his back. “As you all know this knob sticks out from our lines; we’re exposed and susceptible to encirclement. The Japs will be hitting up and down the lines, so if it looks like we’re about to be overrun, there may not be help readily available. If I think this is about to happen, I’ll pop smoke. That’ll be the signal to retreat off the backside of the hill and move to the north knob.”

      He pointed to the low hill behind him. Hill 260 was shaped like an hour glass, they held the south knob, but also had bunkers and defensive holes on the north knob. He looked around at the hard faces. “I’ve already talked with the tank crews. The smoke will signal them to move forward and cover a retreat. I’m not expecting to be overrun, but I don’t expect you to fight to the death either. We’ll fight our way back and retake this damned hill if we have to.”

      The men were silent. It wasn’t the rallying speech they’d expected to hear. Sergeant Carver knew Lieutenant Swan didn’t have permission to retreat, but he’d laid out a plan anyway. Carver nodded, the boy’s learned some lessons.
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      While Lieutenant Swan was briefing his men, Colonel Araki was doing the same with his. There were three prongs to the attack, each aimed at different hills. The highest hill, Hill 700 would be the toughest battle. He suspected it would be the most heavily defended and would require more soldiers. None would be easy, however.

      The Americans knew the battle plan and had been building up their forces for almost a month. He was sending his men into a meat grinder, and every one of them knew it. The only advantage they had were overwhelming numbers.

      The jungle was teeming with troops. Most had made the hard trip over the mountain pass only a week before. They were used to the comforts of Buin, the village on the eastern tip of the island. Now they were deployed in a swamp, infested with countless insects and rats. They were hard troops, though, despite their previous assignment.

      Every soldier on Bougainville regardless of their station had experienced the pang of hunger since the Americans cut off their supply chain. They’d been on half rations for months, and their skinny frames and gaunt faces were evidence of the fact.

      The briefing was quick and straight to the point. Every officer knew his job, and Colonel Araki knew they’d perform their duties to the letter. At the end of his briefing, he looked over the crowd of officers and found the man he was looking for tucked in the back of the bunker. Second Lieutenant Taro was responsible for the Americans getting the plans and Araki had a special assignment for him. “Lieutenant Taro,” He bellowed.

      Lieutenant Taro jumped to his feet when he heard his name. Despite half rations, his face was still plump. Araki wondered how he maintained his body fat under such harsh conditions. “Yes sir,” he stammered as he shifted from foot to foot.

      “As you know, you’re in the Muda unit attacking Hill 260. I am bestowing you the honor of leading the attack.” He glanced at Lieutenant Colonel Muda who gave him a slight nod. For the other officers in the room, being told to lead the attack would be a distinct honor, but Colonel Araki knew his bumbling second lieutenant would see it not as an honor, but a death sentence. Colonel Araki saw the desired effect as all color drained from Lt. Taro’s face, and he nearly collapsed. I’ll soon rid myself of this coward.
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        * * *

      

      The night was spent moving into position. Second Lieutenant Taro felt as though he was in a dream world. He had no doubt he was living his final hours on Earth. He tried to take in the world around him, to enjoy the air, the teeming life, but he couldn’t get over the nausea.

      He moved with the troops without speaking. He was to lead the assault, but he wasn’t in command. This was Lieutenant Otani’s platoon. Second Lieutenant Taro was thrust into the unit with the sole purpose of dying. The soldiers around him ignored him. Lieutenant Otani barely acknowledged him. He was considered a coward, responsible for the Americans having their battle plans and many upcoming deaths.

      They reached their jump off point at 0100 hours. The thick jungle canopy kept the starlight from the jungle floor. The darkness was complete. Taro sat on the ground, feeling himself sinking into the spongy ground. The scent of rotting foliage rose to his nostrils as he pulled out a carefully wrapped ball of rice. He’d kept it protected, knowing it would be his last meal. Back in Japan, such a portion would barely be considered an appetizer, but here, it was a bounty he intended to enjoy.

      All too soon the rice ball was gone. He was near the front of the platoon, but no one sat near him. He wanted to talk, to hear a friendly voice, but he was on his own and hated.

      He took a deep breath and hoped he’d be blown up, turned to mist in an instant with no pain. He visualized an American artillery shell landing directly on him, turning him to nothing. One second he’d be advancing, the next he’d be laughing with his ancestors; the transition instant and painless. He smiled to himself. The image gave him comfort.
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        * * *

      

      At 0400 on the morning of March 8th Second Lieutenant Taro jolted as he heard the opening salvos of multiple artillery pieces firing at once. The canopy above his head flashed like a great lightning storm was in progress. The thundering booms rolled across him even miles away.

      He looked to the west, towards Hill 260. He was still 700 meters from the base of the small hill. Far enough away to protect them from any short shells, but close enough to move up quickly once the attack order was given.

      The artillery was firing up and down the line and would last two hours. Taro looked at his watch and strained to see the dials. They’d be attacking at 0700. He had three hours to live.

      He pushed himself off the wet ground with a sucking sound. He stretched and put his rifle over his shoulder. He took a step into the jungle to his right, but before he could a hand gripped his shoulder. “Where are you going?” It was Sergeant Inaba.

      Lieutenant Taro hadn’t noticed him, but he must have been there the whole time. He shook his hand off his shoulder. He was still an officer, “Mind your tone, Sergeant.” Sergeant Inaba allowed his hand to be shrugged, but stared unapologetically. Lieutenant Taro flushed with anger, realizing the sergeant was there to keep him from running away from his duty. The colonel thinks I’m a coward. Mustering as much contempt as he could, he said, “I’m going to take a shit. Care to hold my hand, Sergeant?” Inaba didn’t reply, and Taro ambled into the jungle to take his final runny shit.
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        * * *

      

      The outgoing artillery was constant and intense. Taro crouched beside a tree with his long Arisaka rifle pointed towards Hill 260. The flashes from the impacts lit up his face and the surrounding jungle despite the heavy canopy. All around him soldiers with hard faces were staring towards the hill. He didn’t recognize any of the men. He knew every one of them despised him, but his duty was clear. The simplicity was comforting. He wasn’t in command of any soldiers; he was there to die.

      The artillery barrage ended as suddenly as it started. The jungle was silent for a full minute, but the sounds of life gradually returned to fill the void. The sky was light, dawn had broken sometime during the barrage, without him noticing.

      The soldiers around him stood, and Lieutenant Taro got to his feet. He was near the front, where he’d been told to be. Under the jungle canopy, there was still a layer of darkness. There was enough light to see the facial features of the men around him. They were wide-eyed, ready for the coming battle, ready to die for the glory of Japan and the Emperor.

      Taro closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He didn’t have anyone special back home, but he had been to a whore house in Nanking that was a particularly good experience. He tried to picture the Chinese woman he’d laid with. She’d been ravenous, a good actress.

      He was pulled from his fantasy by the harsh voice of command ordering them forward. He opened his eyes and took the first step towards the American line.

      They’d walked half the distance when there was a great whooshing in the sky, followed by an explosion behind him. Suddenly the sky was filled with metal as the Americans fired their hidden Howitzers. Taro cringed and wished he had a helmet rather than a soft cap on his head. The shells weren’t aimed at him, though. They were sailing over their heads and slamming into the rear. He assumed the Americans were finally firing at their artillery emplacements.

      The pace picked up. They’d started out cautiously, but the enemy artillery quickened their gait. Soon they were trotting. The dense jungle opened up as if the underbrush was trimmed back. Taro was in line with dozens of soldiers. As they entered the more open space, he looked to his left. An explosion erupted and ripped a soldier apart. He stared, not understanding what had just happened. Then another soldier went flying as the ground beneath him exploded. He heard someone yell, “Mines!”

      The realization hit him, and he nearly lost his bowels. They’d walked into a minefield. He stopped and looked at the ground to his front. He was pushed from behind and nearly fell forward. He heard Sergeant Inaba curse him.

      The jungle canopy he’d emerged from flashed and exploded. The American artillery was directed at them now. The blasts shattered the trees sending deadly shards of metal and wood splinters onto their heads. Men fell by the dozens.

      A yell went up, and the soldiers surged forward. Sergeant Inaba pushed him harder, and he ran forward, thinking every step would be his last. Explosions erupted all around him as men stepped on mines.

      The whistling of mortar shells added to the artillery and there were geysers of dark dirt spouting up on every side of him. Men were dying all around him, but he gritted his teeth and kept moving forward. His legs moved as if they weren’t his own. His mind screamed for his survival, to stop and find cover, but his body moved him into the fray relentlessly.

      He kept his sights on the next step. He’d given up looking for mines. If he tripped one, he wouldn’t be alive long enough to notice. He was getting close to the first incline of Hill 260. The dirt and debris falling from the sky obscured his vision, but he could see he was nearing the base of the hill.

      A shriek then a loud thump flattened him onto the ground. One second he was up, the next he was face down staring at the stinking jungle floor. His head pounded and every part of his body screamed in pain. This is it. This is my death.

      He waited for the dark shroud of death to come, but instead more pain. He lifted his head and watched men streaming past him. There was no more sound. My ears are shattered. The soldiers seemed to falter against something a few meters ahead, like the ocean meeting a solid wall of rock.

      Artillery continued to pound into the jungle behind him and the clearing. He panicked for an instant when he realized he didn’t have his rifle. He looked side to side, but it was gone. He looked behind and saw the smoking crater that must have flattened him. There was a mound of bloody flesh there too. Sergeant Inaba stared at him. He was moving, pulling something from his side. Both his legs and left arm were missing, but he still lived. Taro watched in horror as he saw the pistol emerge in Inaba’s hand. He centered the barrel on Taro. Taro accepted what was happening. The sergeant’s orders were to make sure Lieutenant Taro died, and he was completing those orders.

      With his last ounce of energy, Sergeant Inaba leveled the gun and pulled the trigger. The hammer came down and ignited the bullet’s primer, but the pistol barrel had been mangled in the attack, and instead of the bullet traveling out smoothly, it exploded in place and shredded the pistol. Three of Sergeant Inaba’s fingers were sliced and dangled at odd angles. Inaba’s blazing, bloodshot eyes drilled into Lieutenant Taro for an instant, then the life force within him left, and he slumped to the smoking jungle floor.

      The world around Taro was still silent. Soldiers continued to stream past him. Artillery and mortar shells still erupted and shredded them at random. He pushed himself to his feet and took a step forward. The soldiers to his front were stacking up on an obstacle he couldn’t understand. He watched as soldiers struggled then lurched and erupted with holes. He realized they were being shot down. They were within range of the American front lines.

      He staggered forward without a weapon, and lined up behind the growing queue of soldiers. He saw an intricate web of barbed wire, mangled by the artillery barrage. There were shredded soldiers hanging from the wire. It reminded Taro of a spider’s web full of house-flies. Men struggled to pass through, but the Americans had interlacing arcs of machine gun fire that cut them down by the dozens.

      Lieutenant Taro slumped against a tree facing back the way he’d come. His hearing was coming back as a loud ringing. The sound of battle was more felt than heard. The clearing was still full of soldiers running across. The artillery continued to drop amongst them, but they ran into the fire anyway. Lieutenant Taro’s chest filled with pride. These men were fearless.

      He remembered his pistol and pulled it from the holster and stood. He moved in behind the line of men firing into the American lines. They were held up by the barbed wire, they had to push their way through or they’d die where they stood.

      He looked for an officer, but only saw enlisted men. He gritted his teeth and tried to bellow an order, but his throat was dry as sand and nothing came out. He swallowed and tried again. “Knee mortars, knee mortars.” The men around him looked at him. All they saw was an officer taking command. “I want ten men with knee mortars here.” Soldiers pulled off their packs and pulled out their 37mm knee mortars. They moved to where he’d pointed and laid on their stomachs. “Target the machine guns,” he said, pointing at the winking flashes. “Put the grenades in front, ruin their vision.” The men quickly dialed in the range and loaded and cocked. He directed the other men, “Grab a body and use it to span the wire.” The soldiers looked at him in surprise. “Do it. It’s the only way to get over the wire.”

      Soldiers slung their rifles and grabbed dead comrades. They were littered all around and easy to find. Taro watched as the men struggled to lift them, but their dead weight was too much. “Two men per body,” he yelled.

      When they were ready, he yelled, “Covering fire, Go!” Every soldier not carrying a body rose up and fired their rifles at the machine gunners. Soldiers died as they were cut down, but most kept up the fire. The knee mortars thumped and arced grenades up the hill that exploded all around the well entrenched machine gun pits. “Go, go, go!” he yelled.

      The men with the bodies ran forward and hurled their loads over the wire, then stepped onto their backs and advanced to the next layer.

      “Next wave,” he yelled, and another group of body-carrying men moved forward. The first wave fired up the hill covering the next wave, and the knee mortars continued to land grenades around the machine gunners. The machine guns never stopped firing, but they were firing blindly. Soldiers died by the dozens, but they were making progress.

      The men had the flow, and they moved across layer after layer of wire. The Americans had placed mines between them and Lieutenant Taro watched as a duo of soldiers holding a dead comrade in front, erupted in a red mass of tangled limbs and body parts.

      The scene enraged him, and he stepped forward and fired his 9mm pistol up the hill. He screamed and ran forward. He felt like a man possessed. He was watching his movements from above as though detached. The soldiers around him picked up the yell and followed their officer over the backs of mangled comrades. The knee mortars continued to cover them, and soon they were at the final layer of barbed wire. The machine guns buzzed, hacking men down all around him.

      There was a large bomb crater on the other side of the final barrier. He ran forward with every intention of throwing himself over the wire. He’d be the bridge for his men, but before he could hurl himself, another soldier stepped in front and threw himself down. Bullets shredded his body as he landed. Lieutenant Taro didn’t hesitate and stepped on the man’s back and leaped across the remaining wire and front somersaulted into the bomb crater.

      His men followed and streamed to either side, seeking cover. The machine gun fire cut more down, but now they were in a better position to engage the machine guns from cover.

      Lieutenant Taro rose and emptied his clip. He could see more foxholes and bunkers and realized they had a long way to go and a lot of defenses to break through before they took the hill.

      He sat and reloaded his pistol. A soldier slammed into the crater beside him. His face was blackened with dirt and gunpowder, and he’d lost his helmet somewhere. His eyes were wild as he looked side to side like a cornered animal. Lieutenant Taro spoke, “Pull yourself together. We must continue the attack.”

      The soldier looked at him and focused on his face. “Taro?” He squinted at him. “Lieutenant Taro? You led the men through the wire?”

      Lieutenant Taro looked him up and down. He realized with a shock, it was First Lieutenant Otani. He didn’t salute but nodded, “Yes, it was me.” He purposely didn’t end with the obligatory ‘sir.’

      Lieutenant Otani didn’t seem to notice, but took a deep breath and got control of himself. He didn’t have a weapon, and his clothes were shredded and burnt. “What’s the situation?”

      Second Lieutenant Taro reached across to a discarded rifle and handed it to the officer. He explained the situation, pointing out defensive strong points. Lieutenant Otani nodded and slapped his shoulder. “Excellent work Lieutenant. I’ll be sure to relay your actions to Colonel Araki.”

      Taro nodded and grinned through his fat cheeks. Does he think we’ll live through the day?
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      The artillery barrage was heavy and seemed to cover every inch of Hill 260. Sergeant Carver hunkered in his hole with Corporal O’Connor and three other soldiers. He held onto his helmet as dirt and dust filtered down over him. He watched the debris collect on his shirtsleeves then bounce off with a near miss. With eyes closed, he concentrated on his breathing. The barrage seemed to move across the hill in waves, starting low and sweeping to the top and over the other side, then back down.

      His hole was halfway down the hill and connected to five other holes through a network of slit trenches. He was in the third line of foxholes from the bottom. He was flanked on either side with .30 caliber machine guns. Behind him, there was a bunker full of ammunition and a radio. Trenches snaked away from it leading to fighting positions. Behind that, there was a well dug-in trench with four, 61mm mortars, surrounded by more troops and more machine guns. Beyond that was the top of the hill where the command bunker was barely discernible behind mounds of sandbags.

      Carver knew the layout of the defenses like he knew his mother. He wondered what it would look like when the barrage finished.

      He thought his hole had enough cover above to sustain a direct hit, but he hoped he wouldn’t have to test the theory. Their defenses were strong, made to withstand the thrashing they were receiving, but he couldn’t help thinking what it would be like if one of those big 105mm shells landed directly on top of him.

      Some of the men hunkered nearby moaned and even screamed, but Carver continued to breathe and silently pray. He hadn’t even realized he was doing it. He hadn’t actively prayed in years, but he found himself comforted by the calming phrases he’d learned as a kid in church.

      After an eternity the shelling stopped. He held his helmet and kept his eyes closed until he was sure it was over. He shook himself, dirt and dust cascaded off his helmet and body. He pulled the wooden block that opened the viewport and looked down the hill. The ground was torn and shredded. The few trees left on the hill before the barrage were gone. There were smoking craters everywhere. He listened for moans or screams from wounded, but his ears were ringing too badly.

      “Shelling’s stopped. Move to your firing ports. The Japs’ll be coming soon.” The men shook their dazed heads and pulled the blocks from the firing ports and pointed their M1’s down the hill. The shelling had started when it was still dark, but it was light now with clear skies. The jungle seemed to shimmer in the morning light.

      It wasn’t long before outgoing friendly artillery arced over his head and slammed into unseen targets to the Japanese rear. They were finally getting around to silencing the Japanese artillery.

      There was a slight breeze coming from the west, blowing the smoke away in wisps. Carver put binoculars to his eyes. Through a gap in the smoke, he glimpsed movement in a small clearing a couple of hundred yards from the first line of trenches. There was an explosion, then another.

      “The Japs are in the minefield.” He pulled the handheld radio from the ground and was about to call it in when he heard the roar of more artillery flying overhead. He watched as shells slammed into a horde of Japanese soldiers emerging from the jungle. They flew away as if made of grass. “Artillery’s giving them a good thrashing.”

      The air filled with outgoing artillery. The Japanese soldiers continued to stream out of the jungle into the scything shrapnel. He watched in morbid fascination as dozens of men died, but they kept coming. “Jesus, Joseph, and Mary, they’re still coming.”

      Minutes later the forward-most line of bunkers and trenches opened up. The .30 caliber machine guns chattered along with M1s and Thompson submachine guns. He couldn’t see what they were firing at, there was a small depression blocking his view, but at least some Japanese must’ve made it through the artillery storm. “They’re at the base of the hill. Hear that? Our guys are firing on them.”

      The second line of defenses started firing. Corporal O’Connor put his cheek to the stock of his M1 and scanned for a target. It would be a long shot, but it was downhill, and he was a skilled marksman. He glimpsed a greenish blob crawling forward. He put the muzzle just below the soldiers head and fired. The rifle shot within the confines of the covered trench made everyone jump.

      Carver shifted his binoculars and saw the soldier O’Connor had targeted continuing to move forward. “You missed, try again.” O’Connor adjusted his sights a fraction, blew out a breath and squeezed the trigger. Carver watched the soldier jerk as a spout of blood erupted from his holed helmet. “Bullseye. You’ve got another target further down the hill about ten yards. He’s to the right of the last guy. See him?”

      “Got it.”

      He fired and Carver watched the bullet slam into the dirt. “Adjust right a fraction and take him out.” O’Connor fired and Carver saw the soldier’s back erupt. The soldier arched and pushed himself down the hill and out of sight. “You got him.”

      The other men in the trench were eager to join in and began firing. Carver yelled at them. “Make sure you’re not hitting our guys. You’re firing over their heads, be sure of your shots.”

      He watched the Japanese soldiers struggling to get up the hill, but they entangled in the intricate layers of barbed wire he’d helped string. They were sitting ducks and died tangled and bleeding.

      The Jap artillery had done a number on the wire. The long rows were mixed in a jumbled mess that made it even more formidable than before. Beyond them, troops continued to die in hails of shrapnel, but now they had more cover, the bomb craters themselves. More and more soldiers were making it to the wire.

      He grabbed the private firing through the port to his right. He looked at him annoyed at being interrupted. Carver barked, “Go back to the mortar pits and tell them to hit the base of the hill just beyond the barbed wire barrier, then hurry back.”

      The private, the name above his chest said, ‘Bauer,’ took off in a low crouch with his M1 pointing the way.

      The firing from his line was sporadic. He doubted anyone besides O’Connor was hitting anything but dirt. He scanned the barbed wire and saw an officer pointing and yelling orders. He tapped O’Connor, “there’s an officer down there. Fifteen yards back from your first kill. See him waving his arms around?”

      O’Connor squinted. “I see movement, but there’s a tree or something in the way.”

      Carver moved back, “come to this port.” O’Connor moved and settled in. “See him?”

      O’Connor said, “yep.” He blew out a breath and was putting pressure on the trigger when there was a sudden geyser of dirt blocking his view. He fired anyway. “Shit, the view’s blocked. Doubt I got him.”

      Carver pushed him out of the way, and O’Connor went back to his shooting port. Carver peered through the slit, but he could no longer see the barbed wire section. It was obscured by explosions blowing dirt up in front of the machine gun pits. He watched the machine gun barrels continue to fire, but they’d slowed down, not able to distinguish easy targets. “Japs are getting smart, blocking the gunner’s view.”

      O’Connor had stopped shooting. “Can’t see shit down there.”

      “Hope Bauer got the word to the mortar pits.” Carver got brief glimpses through the dirt geysers and relayed what he saw happening. “They’ve breached some of the wire. They’re using their dead to bridge over. They’re getting close to the first line, dammit, where’s the mortars?”

      As if in answer he heard the distinctive whistle of mortar shells arcing over their heads. He watched through the dust and debris as the big shells impacted beyond the wire. He could see men dying, hurtling through the air, missing pieces of their bodies. “That’s put a crimp in their giddy-up, but they have a path through the wire. Hope our guys can hold.” He put the binoculars on the dirt notch beside his knee and picked up his Thompson.

      O’Connor took his eye from his sights and said, “Where you going?”

      “I can’t hit shit from here. I’m moving up to the second line, lend ‘em a hand.” The men in the trench looked at him with wide eyes. They were replacements from the Headquarters company. They’d seen combat, but nothing like this. They looked like scared first graders. “You men stay here and hold this line. Do whatever Corporal O’Connor tells you to do.”

      O’Connor shook his head. “I’m going with you, Sarge.”

      Sergeant Carver wanted Corporal O’Connor beside him. He was the most competent fighter he’d ever known, but he was needed here. “No, stay here and keep them alive.” When O’Connor showed no signs of backing down, Carver said, “That’s an order.” He slapped his shoulder as he went past. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Carver made his way along the trench works but was stopped by a section that had taken a direct artillery hit. Beyond it, he could see a group of soldiers firing out the tops of their hole. The near miss had torn the sandbagged roof off.

      Carver looked down the hill. The mortars were wreaking havoc, and the artillery was still flashing in the jungle. He saw a flash to his right and noticed gull-winged corsairs circling the area looking for targets of opportunity. He watched as two of them pitched over and sliced towards the distant jungle. Rockets erupted from their wings and lanced into the jungle with explosive force. He thought they must be targeting Japanese artillery. They turned away at the last second, low against the jungle canopy. If they’d turned towards the battle, they’d risk flying into friendly artillery. They were cutting it close as it was.

      He tore his eyes from the scene and leaped over the churned up ground. The two seconds of exposure were terrifying, but he didn’t draw any enemy fire. He dove into the bottom of the fighting hole, and one of the soldiers jumped and started to bring his rifle around, but stopped when he recognized Carver. “Jesus, Sarge you almost got your head blown off.”

      Carver pushed himself to a crouch and adjusted his helmet while resting his Thompson on his knee. “Not gonna die by your hand, Gomez.”

      Private Gomez grinned and crouched beside him. The soldier next to him looked over his shoulder at the new arrival. Gomez punched him in the ass. “Keep firing, hermano.”

      The soldier sneered, “Speak English, Gomez.” He sighted down his M1 and fired.

      Gomez ignored him. “What brings you to these parts, Sarge?”

      “I’m making my way to the front trenches, looks like the Japs are getting close to our lines.”

      Gomez nodded. “They are. Got through the barbed wire, but we’ve stopped ‘em there. Crazy bastards are using their own dead for cover. The mortars are doing a good job on ‘em though.”

      The soldier beside him pitched backward and slumped in the back of the pit. Carver put his Thompson against the bank and moved to his side. The man’s helmet was pushed over his face. Carver pushed it back, “You Okay…?” his voice caught in his throat as he saw the soldiers pulped face.

      Gomez gritted his teeth. “Sons-of-bitches.” He sprang into his firing position and pulled the trigger until the clip pinged.

      Carver found a slot and brought his Thompson to his shoulder and took in the scene. The next line of trenches and bunkers were twenty yards in front. He could see the barrels of the .30 caliber machine guns spitting fire down the hill in short controlled bursts. He could make out Japanese soldiers still coming out of the jungle and working their way forward using the bomb craters for cover. He saw movement beyond the bunkers and fired a three round burst of .45 caliber. He had no idea if he hit anything, but he felt better finally entering the fight.

      A group of ten Japanese soldiers stood and fired at the machine gun bunker on the right. The gunner moved his barrel to cut them down and as he did soldiers jumped up from the other direction and rushed forward screaming with their bayonets leading. The other machine gun was dealing with his own targets and didn’t notice the attack. Carver slapped Gomez on the shoulder and pointed. He lined up his sights and squeezed off a short burst, fighting to keep the barrel from rising. His bullets sliced into two attackers and they went down with blossoming chest wounds.

      More were cut down, but there were too many, and they got close enough to the machine gunners to keep Carver and Gomez from firing. “Shit, they’re overrunning the bunker.”

      Gomez yelled and sprang from the trench and took off down the hill with a war whoop. The men beside him looked after him then at Carver. Carver jumped out yelling, “Let’s go!” he had his Thompson at waist level as he ran to catch up with the crazed Private Gomez.

      Gomez ran the twenty yards in record time, leaping over bomb craters and twisted logs. A Japanese soldier was thrusting his rifle into the open firing port of the machine gun nest. He looked up in time to see Gomez bearing down on him with death in his eyes. The Japanese tried to extract his bayonet from the GI’s chest but was too late. Gomez shot him twice sending him backward into another soldier. He stood on the sandbagged roof and shot his M1 until his clip pinged.

      A pile of enemy soldiers was at his feet, but there were too many. He reached to reload knowing he’d die in seconds, but Sergeant Carver came in a crouch and hosed the attackers down with a sustained burst. The four men with him crouched and joined the slaughter.

      When there were no more targets, Sergeant Carver grabbed Private Gomez by the shoulder. “Don’t ever do that shit again, soldier.” Gomez looked at him blankly. Carver pushed him down as bullets started smacking around them. The soldier to Carver’s right grunted and grabbed his throat. Blood squirted out from between his fingers as he tried to stop the flow. Carver pulled the wounded man down and shoved him into the trench beside the machine gun nest. He pulled Gomez next and the rest of the men dove for cover.

      Gomez came crawling over with blood streaming down his face. “Is he alright? Is he okay?”

      Carver put his hands over the wounded man’s neck and felt the hot pulsing of arterial blood. Soon the flow slowed and finally stopped, and the man’s eyes went blank. Carver pushed Gomez towards the unmanned machine gun nest. “He’s gone. Get on the thirty caliber or they’ll overrun this position.” Gomez hesitated, wanting to help the soldier. Carver spit, “Now!”

      Gomez pushed his way into the machine gun nest. He shoved the two dead soldiers out the other way and called, “Gus, be my loader.”

      Gus stopped firing his M1 and scooted into the covered machine gun nest. He checked the belted ammunition and tapped Gomez on the helmet. “It’s good, fire.”

      Gomez sighted down the smoking barrel but couldn’t see anything. There were too many Jap bodies blocking his view. He yelled, “Clear the port. I can’t see anything.”

      Carver peaked over the edge and saw the problem. “Cover me.” He jumped out of the hole with his Thompson at hip level and fired down the hill. He dove the ten feet to the base of the firing port and pulled a Jap body down the hill. The soldier rolled, spilling entrails from his belly. Bullets whipped and snapped as he fast crawled back to the trench. He yelled, “Fire.”

      Gomez didn’t waste any time. He saw looming shapes sprinting towards him. He depressed the trigger and felt the .30 caliber bounce and rock on the tripod. He swept the barrel back and forth across a wide swath. He couldn’t see anything but his own piece of ground. He hoped the rest of the platoon was holding their end of the line.

      The Japanese attack faltered, and soon there were no more targets. He stopped firing and looked past the red hot barrel. The bodies were stacked three deep. The sight made him sick, but he swallowed the bile rising in his throat.

      Gus Hansen, his loader leaned over and looked out the gunport. “Holy shit. You knocked the crap out of ‘em.” He pointed at the glowing barrel. “I think you fried the barrel though. Is there another?”

      Gomez looked around the smoke filled space. He saw a gunny sack on the floor. It was splattered with blood from the previous gunners. Dust and dirt clung, making the blood look like jelly. He lifted the bag. It was heavy and awkward. “Here it is. Let’s swap it out before they come again.” He pulled the barrel into the bunker. “The damned thing’s still too hot.”

      The sound of their artillery and mortars had ceased and the battlefield took on an eery silence. It didn’t last. The sound of arcing incoming mortar shells made them duck. Sergeant Carver yelled, “Incoming! Take cover!”
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        * * *

      

      The mortars concentrated on the lower section of the line, sweeping back and forth. Carver pushed his way into the cover of the machine gun nest. The trenches to either side weren’t covered, and the mortars were threatening direct hits.

      Carver watched Private Gomez and Hansen struggling with the .30 caliber barrel. Gomez held the main gun while Hansen gripped the barrel, using the gunny sack as a hot pad. They grunted and twisted trying to remove the melted barrel. It didn’t budge. Through labored breathing, Gomez gasped, “it’s fused. It’s not working.”

      The final mortar rounds landed spewing white smoke instead of shrapnel. Carver said, “smoke, they’re shooting smoke. Get that gun going.” He moved back to the open trench and sighted down his Thompson. The soldiers to his right dusted off and peered over the edge. The smoke was thick, wafting along the ground like fog. “Can’t see shit.” He looked into the darkness of the machine gun nest. Gomez and Hansen were still struggling. “Forget the thirty-cal, grab your weapons, they’re coming.”

      Up and down the line there was sporadic firing, but Carver couldn’t see what they were targeting. He strained to see through the smoke. All at once shapes appeared like dim silhouettes. A roar went up from the charging Japanese that made his skin crawl.

      There were suddenly too many targets to count. He fired short bursts, and they dropped but were replaced by three more. He heard the .30 caliber further down the line chattering. Without both firing, he doubted they could hold.

      The Japanese were bursting through the smoke fifteen yards from the line. 61mm mortar shells burst amongst them leaving gaps which quickly filled in with more troops.

      He shot through the rest of his magazine and pulled another from his ammo pouch, and slammed it into place. The Japanese were close. They had to disengage or die in place. He made the decision, “Fall back, fall back!” Two soldiers to his right stood and leaped over the trench. They took two steps and were cut down. Carver yelled, “Use the trenches for cover. Go, go!” he stood and swept his Thompson across the line of charging soldiers. The heavy slugs threw them back, but it wasn’t enough. A screaming Japanese soldier leaped into the trench, his bayonet leading. Carver spun and depressed the trigger sending bullets into his chest. Another soldier dove at him. He didn’t have time to shoot, so he used his Thompson to parry the rifle and bayonet. The diving soldier sprawled on the bottom of the trench and Carver slammed the butt of his weapon into his face with a sickening crunch.

      Up and down the line he saw soldiers struggling to get out of the trench. He grabbed Gomez by the shoulder and pushed him towards the exit. Hansen followed, and Carver followed him. They ran, staying low. Japanese soldiers screamed and fired all around them, cutting men down. A bullet slammed into the wall beside him. He spun and saw a screaming Japanese soldier running towards him. He fired his Thompson from the hip and stitched him from his kneecap to forehead. The soldier snapped backward, dead before he hit the ground.

      Another soldier was behind him. He leaped over his fallen comrade and Carver depressed the trigger, but nothing happened. He didn’t have time to reload. He sprang to the side avoiding the lunging bayonet and, holding onto the hot barrel, swung his Thompson like a baseball bat. The wooden stock slammed into the back of the soldier’s head and he fell. Carver stomped on his head, and ran to catch up.

      He fumbled in his ammo pouch for another magazine but brushed across a grenade he had hanging from his belt. He pulled it free while running. He could feel more enemy soldiers coming up the trench. He was approaching a turn. He went around the corner and tossed the grenade back the way he’d come.

      He took off, running as fast as his legs would carry him. Five seconds later the grenade exploded, and he heard screams above the shooting and yelling. He turned and aimed down the trench, but no one rounded the corner.

      Bullets smacked beside his head, and he ducked down and continued running. The trench made another turn, and as he came to it, he yelled out, “Friendly coming.” His feet went out from beneath him as he rounded the corner and looked into the maw of an M1 barrel. The soldier’s grin disappeared as his eyes focused on something behind Carver. He watched the barrel rise and the soldier fired three times in quick succession, but then was thrown back as a bullet explode his chest. Private Hansen looked down at the wound in surprise. His eyes rolled to the back of his head, and he went down.

      Carver rolled onto his back and held his Thompson, ready to shoot, but there was no one there. He remembered he hadn’t reloaded. He cussed under his breath and swapped the empty magazine for the full. He pulled back the charging mechanism, checked the safety, and went into a crouch. He put the Thompson to his shoulder and was about to stand when he felt, rather than heard .30 caliber bullets flying close over his head.

      He got back on his belly and crawled along the trench until he was out of harm’s way. Then he stood and ran in a low crouch the rest of the way to the second line of bunkers and trenches. He threw himself into the covered trench and sat against the wall gasping for air. No one noticed, they were too busy firing down the hill.

      He closed his eyes, shaking his head. Keep your shit together soldier. He remembered hearing those words a thousand times from his drill sergeant back in basic a million years ago.

      A hand touched his shoulder, and he opened his eyes. Private Gomez was there looking at him from beneath his dark eyebrows. “You okay, Sarge?” Carver nodded. “I’m gonna find Hansen.”

      Carver reached out to stop him. “Don’t bother. He’s gone. Saved my ass, but he took one in the chest.”

      Gomez ground his teeth for a moment then gave a quick nod and went back to his firing position. Carver stood and peered through a firing slot. The Japanese were still coming, but they were taking heavy losses.

      The Artillery opened up and fell on the base of the hill and around the first line of bunkers and trenches, now occupied by the Japanese. Enemy soldiers were flung into the air and ground into the dirt.

      Enemy mortar rounds landed around the bunkers. Carver was relatively safe with a thick layer of sandbags over his head, but he didn’t feel safe. Gomez punched his shoulder and pointed.

      Carver looked and saw a thin, grungy soldier coming his way. “I told you to stay put, Corporal.”

      Corporal O’Connor spat a thin line between his teeth and kneeled beside Carver. “I got bored. If you wanna put me on K.P. duty back at H.Q. it won’t bother me a bit.”

      Smoke rounds exploded in front, and soon a thick layer of white smoke hung in the air. Private Gomez cursed in Spanish and sighted over his barrel. “Last time they did this, they overran us.”

      The soldiers stopped firing as they could no longer pick out targets. The .30 calibers stopped their incessant chattering. The only sound was the constant pounding of artillery and 61mm mortars. The enemy mortar barrage had stopped.
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      Second Lieutenant Taro leaned against the back of the American trench breathing hard. His men had pushed the Americans out of their positions, but they’d lost a lot of good soldiers and had only conquered the first line of many. A soldier he didn’t recognize kneeled beside him. “Sir, Lieutenant Otani says to hold your position, and prepare to repel a counterattack. He’s bringing up reinforcements.” American Artillery shells still exploded around them but most of it was hitting the jungle beyond.

      Taro nodded his understanding, and the soldier shuffled back the way he’d come, stepping over American and Japanese bodies.

      Taro watched him go. All he wanted to do was rest, but there was no time. If the Americans threw them out of their positions, all the brave men who’d been ripped to shreds would be for nothing. He couldn’t allow that to happen. He owed them. He spotted a sergeant a few soldiers down the line. He didn’t know anyone’s name. He croaked through a parched mouth, “Sergeant.” He didn’t respond, “Sergeant,” louder this time. The soldier beside him nudged the soldier beside him and passed the message along.

      The sergeant ran hunched over and kneeled at Taro’s side. He snapped off a quick salute, “What are your orders, sir?”

      Lieutenant Taro was gratified to see he’d gained the men’s respect. “We need to prepare for a counterattack. I want the machine gun crews set up on either flank, with at least a squad of soldiers around them. The rest of the Nambus interspersed along the line.”

      He stood and peeked his head over the trench. The smoke still clung, obscuring his view of the second American line. He knew it was only fifty meters away.

      The ground was strewn with bomb craters and dead and dying Japanese soldiers. He kneeled down and addressed the sergeant. “Move men into the trench system that connects with the next line. I don’t want a surprise attack coming through there.” The sergeant nodded and was about to leave, but Taro continued, “Make sure the men drink water and resupply ammo. We’re holding here until Lieutenant Otani brings reinforcements.” The sergeant nodded and Lt. Taro watched him go, wondering if he forgot anything.
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        * * *

      

      The counterattack never came. Lt. Taro thought the Americans must be licking their wounds too. The situation reminded him of an equally matched dog fight.

      The artillery continued but seemed to be harassment fire. Taro could still hear fighting coming from the other two assaults to the west.

      He was glad for the respite. He used it to drink water, replenish ammo and check the line. Despite the horrific losses, the men were upbeat.

      Colonel Araki had put him in this frontline unit to be rid of him. He understood that, but by luck, he’d survived and now was part of this highly decorated unit. For the first time in his military career, he felt a kinship with his fellow soldiers. Each soldier he passed nodded, recognizing his rank and the fact that he’d survived the last few hours, just like they had. He was one of them, and his chest swelled with pride.

      An hour passed with only the occasional shot, as snipers began to square off. Lieutenant Taro sat in an abandoned bunker with a small group of enlisted men and enjoyed nibbling off the dried fish they were passing around. He was surprised to find he wasn’t as hungry as usual. He wondered why.

      The same runner from earlier burst into the group and threw a salute to Lt. Taro. He saluted back, “Report.”

      The Corporal handed him a note. Lt. Taro read through it and smiled. The men watched him, trying to glean any information. He held up the note and shook it. “Good news, good news indeed.” He sent a private out to find his sergeants. Soon they were gathered around him. “We are getting reinforcements. They will be here within the hour, three more companies and…” he paused for effect, “Tanks.” The men smiled and nodded. They wouldn’t have to charge into machine gun nests. This time they could follow the tanks up the hill.
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        * * *

      

      Mortar fire signaled the arrival of the reinforcements. Smoke covered their advance from the jungle. Men ran and Lt. Taro watched for the promised tanks but was distracted when he saw a streaking fighter diving towards the clearing. He pointed, and his men shifted their positions. The fighter was too far away, but it was getting closer and would be in range if it stayed on course.

      The soldiers in the clearing picked up their pace trying to reach the cover of the trenches. The fighter’s machine guns opened fire and sounded like a ripsaw. Great geysers of dirt tore up the ground obscuring the reinforcements in dust and debris. The fighter pulled up, but continued on course.

      Taro had his rifle at his shoulder aiming at the ever-growing silhouette of the gull-winged Corsair. He fired when he thought it was about to hit him. Rifle fire rippled along the line. Taro pulled the bolt action to reload. For an instant, he could see the pilot. He wore goggles and cloth headgear. Taro thought he saw bullet holes emerge along the cockpit. The sound of the engine changed and the fighter pulled almost straight up. It was out of range before he could chamber another round.

      The soldiers around him cheered and talked excitedly like children, each sure they’d hit the streaking American. Taro watched the blue devil disappear over the hill. His smile faded when he saw the devastation the strafing run had caused.

      Soldiers still ran across the clearing, but there were new bodies strewn amongst the bomb craters. He still didn’t seen any tanks.

      Lieutenant Otani came panting down the trench and sat beside Lt. Taro. Taro snapped off a salute and Otani returned it. Otani caught his breath and said, “Report.”

      “The Americans haven’t moved since we chased them out of here. Some sniper fire, but no casualties. The artillery hasn’t stopped, but it’s been sporadic, sir.”

      Otani nodded. “Excellent,” he studied his watch. “We attack in thirty minutes, inform the men.”

      Lieutenant Taro looked at the clearing. There was a trickle of soldiers still coming, but most had made it to the shelter of the trenches. “Sir, you mentioned tank support.”

      Lieutenant Otani squinted, “Yes, they are coming, but they’re too valuable to spearhead the attack. Our men will lead, and once the Americans are on their heels, the tanks will rout them.” He pointed to the clearing. “They sit just inside the jungle line, out of sight. When we attack, the Americans won’t notice them until it’s too late.”

      Lieutenant Taro was disappointed they wouldn’t have the tanks for cover, but he understood the decision. They were cut off from resupply. What they had on Bougainville Island was all they were going to get. Their losses couldn’t be replaced.

      First Lieutenant Otani continued. “You’ve done well so far, Lieutenant. You were supposed to die but instead have served honorably. I want you to lead the assault, not because I expect you to die, but because you’re the best man for the job. The men will follow you.”

      Lieutenant Taro gave him a curt nod of gratitude. “Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”
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        * * *

      

      During the thirty minutes, the American lines were hit with mortar fire. Lieutenant Otani told him their heavy artillery pieces had taken a beating from counter-battery fire. The remaining pieces were pulled back and were only used for the more important assaults on Cannon Hill and Hill 700.

      With five minutes before the attack, the mortars blanketed the area with more smoke. Lieutenant Taro was in charge of the same platoon he’d attacked with before. They’d been reinforced with men from the other companies. It was easy to distinguish the replacements. They were wide-eyed and shell-shocked from their dash across the clearing. They gawked at the devastation around them.

      First Lieutenant Otani was further down the line, leading one of the fresh companies. Taro wondered if he still thought he’d survive the day.

      He watched the time wind down on his watch. With ten seconds left he took a deep breath and readied himself. He heard a whistle, the signal to advance. The men he’d sent into the connector trenches stood and started peppering the American line with covering fire. They couldn’t see the Americans through the smoke, but they had a good idea where to shoot.

      Lieutenant Taro jumped out of the trench. He had his rifle slung across his back. His pistol was out, and he waved the men forward, but they were already advancing, picking up speed. He was relieved to see the smoke still blocking the Americans. If they could get close enough, they’d overrun them quickly.

      Every step was uphill, and the shredded underbrush, mud, and rocks made each step difficult. Taro tried to keep pace with his men, but he wasn’t in good shape, and he slowed to a labored walk. He wondered what happened to the flow of adrenalin he’d experienced before. He needed it now, but all he felt was a searing pain in his chest as he struggled to get enough air to his screaming muscles.

      The Americans woke up all at once and the air filled with bullets. He felt them whiz past his ears like angry bees, but he didn’t seek shelter. Getting hit now would be a blessing, removing him from this misery.

      Soldiers started falling around him. The smoke was dissipating and the American .30 caliber machine guns were tearing through them. He kept advancing, putting one foot in front of the other.

      Through dripping sweat, he saw the American line. He realized with surprise; he’d made it halfway. He raised his pistol and fired three quick shots. He had no idea where his bullets went.

      He stopped walking and looked around. His men were advancing against withering fire. They were being cut down, but they were making progress. He wondered how it was possible that he could stand here and not die. He wasn’t trying to take cover, yet he was unscathed. Maybe I’m already dead. I’m a spirit. My body is somewhere behind me. He searched for it, but couldn’t make out anything specific. There were too many bodies.

      He trudged forward firing his spirit pistol. He was twenty meters from the line, and in front. His slow walk had outpaced all the others. He emptied his pistol. When it clicked on an empty chamber, he carefully re-holstered it and pulled his rifle off his shoulder, continuing to shuffle forward. He was sure he was a spirit now. Bullets must be passing through me. His men continued to follow him despite the heavy fire. More died, but others lived and kept coming.

      He stopped and raised his rifle to his shoulder. He aimed at the muzzle of an American rifle barrel sticking from a firing port. He fired, and the muzzle dropped as if the soldier holding it had dropped it. He smiled, my spirit rifle is still in their world.

      He saw the muzzle of a thirty caliber machine gun spitting fire from a bunker. The barrel was sweeping towards him like a scythe. It’ll fire right through me. Bullets whizzed closer as the barrel lined up on him. He took a step forward and was falling. He hit the bottom of the connector trench and lost his breath. He gasped, watching the white puffy clouds crossing the blue sky.
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      The smoke was clearing, and the scene out Carver’s firing port made his heart race. The Japanese were charging up the hill. Every gun opened fire at the same time chopping through them. Bullets continued to thump into the sandbags.

      Carver leaned into his Thompson and fired at a soldier making progress up the hill. He went down and out of sight in the battle debris. He moved his barrel to the right and fired another burst, dropping his target. There was another soldier directly behind that one, and he put .45 caliber bullets into his chest. Despite the massive casualties the Japanese were taking they kept coming, chewing up feet and yards towards the bunker line.

      The confines of the trench were filling with smoke. Carver’s eyes burned and watered, but he kept firing. Each soldier he shot blended with the previous. There were too many targets, but he concentrated on each shot, making them count. He wondered if they had enough bullets to kill them all.

      He used his Thompson like a rifle, expending one bullet per target. He may not kill them, but a .45 caliber slug does considerable damage to bare flesh. He moved his barrel side to side, firing and moving to the next man.

      The bodies were stacking up providing cover for the soldiers beyond. It became harder to find targets, but plenty more leaped over the bodies.

      The machine guns were blowing huge holes in the Japanese lines. He knew they’d have to swap out barrels soon or risk destroying the precious guns. He hoped it didn’t happen all at once.

      The Japanese were only yards from the line. Sergeant Carver wondered if they’d be overrun again. He thought about the trench works leading to the rear. He knew there was one ten yards to his left. He looked down the line at the men firing frantically. Some were on the ground, wounded or dead. Despite the cover they were taking casualties they couldn’t afford.

      He slapped the soldier beside him. O’Connor looked at him over the stock of his M1. “Grab Gomez and follow me.” He didn’t wait but stepped away from the firing port and moved to his right. The men along the line continued firing, not noticing them passing behind.

      As he passed the connector leading up the hill, he glanced down it. It was intact. If they got overrun, it would be the safest way to the next defensive line. Beyond that, there was the top of the hill and the command bunker. If they overran that, they’d have to retreat to the north knob.

      O’Connor yelled, “Where we going, Sarge?”

      He glanced back but kept moving, “To the downhill connector trench. I’m worried the Japs might push through and get into the trenches. Be nice to find a damned officer too.”

      Another fifteen yards brought them to the turn downhill. The junction had been closed off with sandbags, and there was a machine gun crew firing. Carver slid in next to a rifleman reloading his M1. “How you guys doing?” O’Connor and Gomez stood and added their fire down the hill. There were still a lot of Japanese coming, but the steady tide seemed to be slowing.

      The soldier slid the clip into his rifle, careful not to pinch his thumb. “They’re pushing hard, but we’ve stopped ‘em so far. They used the trench to get close and hurled grenades at us.” He glanced behind him at two shredded GIs. “We stopped ‘em though.”

      Carver slapped his shoulder and moved to the machine gunner. He yelled over the chattering gun. “You need anything? Got enough ammo?”

      The gunner stopped firing and looked at him with dark, gunpowder encrusted eyes. He looked to the loader who’s face was also black with gunpowder. The loader looked behind him at stacks of metal ammo cans full of .30 caliber belts, and gave a thumbs up. “We’re good, Sarge.”

      Carver nodded and found a spot beside O’Connor and Gomez. He aimed down his barrel, found a target and fired. The two round burst caught a soldier across the legs, and he dropped out of sight screaming.

      O’Connor slapped Carver’s arm and pointed down the hill. “Shit, they’ve got tanks.”

      Carver stopped firing and looked. At the base of the hill, he saw at least ten tanks rolling up the hill. They weren’t firing, too many friendly troops to their front, but that would change.

      Carver dropped from his firing position and alerted the machine gunner of the new danger. He knew the .30 caliber bullets wouldn’t have much effect against armor.

      He hoped Lieutenant Swan saw the tanks from the command bunker. He needed to direct artillery fire onto them, or they’d be overrun. There were a couple of anti-tank teams, but the bazookas were notoriously inaccurate, and they didn’t have enough of them. The brass hadn’t expected Jap armor.

      The tanks rolled up the hill crunching over obstacles. When they had clear shots, they opened fire with their 47mm main guns and front-mounted machine guns. The effects were devastating. The first volley exploded along the trench line. A direct hit into a .30 caliber machine gun nest, silenced the gun and killed the crew.

      Sergeant Carver yelled down the line. “Bazooka teams, we need bazooka teams!” soldiers looked back at him with fear in their eyes. Carver slapped Gomez. “Go find a bazooka. We can use this trench,” he pointed at the connector trench leading downhill, “to get beside them and hit ‘em from the side where their armor’s thin.”

      Gomez nodded and took off. Carver watched as the tanks ate up the ground. Japanese soldiers rose up and joined the advancing tanks with renewed energy. Another volley of 47mm shots tore up more of the trench sending GIs sprawling. Carver leaned over the trench and fired at a group of soldiers hustling to get behind a tank. His shots lanced across them and sparked off the tank’s armor.

      With each foot of ground the tanks advanced, their accuracy increased. They’d taken out two machine gun nests and destroyed large sections of the trench. If the tanks weren’t stopped in the next few minutes, they’d be forced to retreat and may not be able to hold the hill.

      The welcome sound of artillery made Carver look up. He watched as rounds flew over and impacted on the slope. The first volley landed behind the tanks sending up plumes of black earth and jungle debris.

      The tanks increased their speed trying to close with the trench line before the artillery could adjust. Carver slid down to the bottom of the trench as the next volley landed amongst the tanks, but almost on top of their own positions. He saw Gomez scurrying in a crouch towards him with two wide-eyed soldiers following. One was carrying a bazooka tube on his shoulder, the other a bag of rockets.

      Carver yelled, “Bring that stovepipe and follow me.” He moved along the trench, back to the machine gun crew. They hunkered beneath their helmets. Carver slapped the gunner’s shoulder and yelled into his ear. “We’re moving down this trench to get beside the tanks.” He looked at him like he’d lost his mind then saw the bazooka team and understood. “After we’ve shot, give us some covering fire, but give yourself time to get the hell out of here.”

      Carver nodded at O’Connor, Gomez and the bazooka team. “Let’s go.” He leaped over the sandbags covering the machine gun nest and dropped into the trench leading down. He didn’t wait for the others. He ran in a crouch down the trench with his Thompson muzzle leading the way.

      He stopped and poked his head over the side. The tanks were coming despite the artillery fire. One tank was burning. Flames leaped from a gaping hole in the front plate. A direct hit. The other GIs slid into him. He pointed further down the trench. “Gomez, head down there and make sure no Japs come up.” Gomez nodded, holding his helmet as dirt rained down. He moved ten yards, went into a prone position and put his M1 to his shoulder. Carver pointed to the bazooka team. “Those tanks will be beside us in a minute or two. Load that pipe and get ready.”

      The loader nodded and put his ammo pouch on the ground. He opened the flap and pulled out an M6 rocket. The gunner put the launcher on his shoulder but stayed beneath the lip of the trench. The loader slid the rocket into the back of the tube and armed it. He carefully pushed the rocket until it latched into place then unfurled the firing wire and wrapped it around the contact spring. He tapped the gunner’s helmet.

      The gunner looked to Sergeant Carver. “Ready, Sarge.” He licked his dry lips and tried to swallow. “Let me know when they’re beside us.”

      Carver nodded and peered over the edge. The tanks were only thirty yards away. The artillery had moved down the hill, continuing to kill and maim Japanese. A bullet slammed into the ground in front of him, and he ducked down. “In ten seconds he’ll be right beside us. It’ll be a broadside shot, you ready?” the gunner mouthed a prayer and nodded. “I’ll give you covering fire while you’re shooting, but make it quick, they’re onto us.”

      Carver counted down, “five, four, three, two, one, now.” He and O’Connor rose up and fired at the Japanese soldiers following the nearest tank. The bazooka gunner rose up to his full height and leveled the tube at the tank. It looked huge. He aimed for the turret joint and squeezed the trigger. There was a flash and a whoosh as the rocket left the tube. It streaked at the tank and hit below the turret and exploded. It penetrated enough of the thin side armor to ignite the inside with hot metal and fire. The tank slewed to the side and stopped. Smoke and flame spit from the hole.

      The smoke trail from the rocket left little doubt where the shot had come from, and soon the air above the trench was alive with bullets. At the same moment, Gomez yelled and fired in quick succession. Carver swung his Thompson down the trench line as Japanese soldiers came running up. He shot over Gomez who was on his belly reloading. The sides of the trench exploded with the heavy slugs and hid the devastation of the dying Japanese. O’Connor stepped to the side of Carver with his M1 on his shoulder and added to the deadly fire.

      Carver burned through his magazine and as he reloaded yelled at the bazooka team to move back up the line. They scurried away, back up the trench. They stopped after fifteen yards, and the gunner put the tube back on his shoulder. The right side of his face was dark red from the blast of heat from the bazooka tube.

      The loader pulled another M6 rocket and pushed it into the breach. When wired and ready he tapped the gunner’s helmet. The gunner took a deep breath and rose up searching for another target. There was another tank further away but farther up the hill, almost to the bunker line. He leveled the tube and was about to pull the trigger when the back of his head exploded in gray matter and blood. He pitched back into the loader who caught his falling body.

      At first, the loader thought he’d tripped, but the blood and gore told a different story. He looked down the trench and saw Carver and O’Connor coming at him full speed. Gomez walked backward firing intermittently, covering their retreat.

      Carver saw the dead gunner and pointed at the loader, “Check the gun, I’ll fire.” The loader stared, frozen in shock. Carver slapped him hard across the jaw. “Pull your shit together or you die, soldier.”

      The GI shook his head and gritted his teeth in anger. “You son-of-a-bitch, no need to hit me.”

      Carver ignored him and slung his Thompson and lifted the bazooka to his shoulder. He’d fired one a few times in training. He remembered they weren’t very accurate unless you were close.

      O’Connor said, “I’ll pop up and shoot from down there,” he pointed down the trench, “draw their fire away from you.” Carver nodded. O’Connor moved down the trench a couple of yards and said, “Now.” He rose up and fired until his M1 pinged. He ducked down as bullets whizzed and slammed around him. At the same instant, Carver stood and saw the backside of the tank he would kill. He only had a second to align the shot or he’d die. He blotted out the tank and pulled the trigger. The heat from the tube was intense, and he flung it away as he dropped behind the trench.

      The rocket sliced into the back of the type 97 tank at its thinnest point. The engine exploded sending shards of hot metal into the fuel. Within seconds the tank was engulfed in flame. None of the five-man crew emerged.

      Carver didn’t know he’d killed the tank; he valued his head too much to look. He moved up the trench holding the bazooka by the fore grip. The loader yelled. “The launcher’s fried, Sarge. Leave it.” Carver dropped it and noticed the bullet holes along its length. He didn’t remember taking the hits. He continued moving up the trench.

      He yelled out to the machine gun nest so they wouldn’t mistake them for Japs, but when he rounded the corner, there was no sign of them. He looked up to the top of Hill 260 and saw a plume of smoke spouting like a massive, white thundercloud. “Shit, that’s the signal for retreat. We gotta hurry, or we’ll get caught back here.”

      They leaped over the sandbags and looked down the trench line. The only GIs he saw were dead. A Japanese soldier came around the corner, and his eyes went wide. Carver shot him with a short burst, and he went down.

      The connector trench leading up the hill was just ahead, it would provide them with cover if they could get to it. He didn’t think they’d live long on the surface.

      He pulled a grenade from his belt and pulled the pin. He charged towards the entrance to the connector. He could see movement in the overrun machine gun nest beyond. He threw the grenade, hoping there were no GIs still alive in there. He yelled, “Grenade!” and dove to the ground holding his helmet. There was a soft whump as the grenade went off in the close confines of the bunker. He sprang up and ran the few feet to the connector trench. The others were right on his tail.
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        * * *

      

      The connector trench was open, and Carver led the way. Gomez and O’Connor took turns covering the rear and the loader, Private Tavers moved behind Carver. They had yet to come across any friendly troops. The thumping of mortar rounds crashed around them, covering the American retreat.

      Carver came to a corner and slid to a stop. He peered around and jerked back. He signaled to the others. They nodded, and he moved away from the corner. Private Tavers and Corporal O’Connor filled the space and pulled grenades from their belts. They pulled the pins and threw them around the corner then pressed their backs against the wall. There was a brief yell of surprise, then the explosion. O’Connor went around the corner with his M1 and fired into the smoking bodies, but they were already dead. He gave the others a thumbs up, and Sergeant Carver moved past him taking the lead.

      He slowed his pace. There was still shooting, and the thumping of mortars, but the fire coming from the friendly lines was almost non-existent. It seemed Lieutenant Swan had them in a headlong retreat.

      He could see the command bunker ahead. Barrels were sticking out spewing fire down the hill. Carver was glad to see it. He poked his head over the trench. They were ahead of the Japanese. Must be clearing out the next line of bunkers.

      He looked for the tanks and noticed the burning hulk of the one he’d taken out. He wondered how it would be to die in such a flaming horror.

      The rest of the tanks were making their way up the slope. It was more difficult the higher they went because the ground steepened, and there were more obstacles they had to maneuver around rather than over. They were making headway though.

      Behind each tank, dozens of Japanese troops struggled over the ground. Carver wondered why they weren’t using the trench system. Whatever the reason he was glad they hadn’t figured it out yet. It allowed he and his men to move back to their lines without being exposed.

      He slowed when he came to another corner. The command bunker was off to the left. He recognized this as the final turn before it spilled into the main trench system. The others crouched watching the rear.

      Carver leaned around the corner and immediately pulled back as bullets slapped into the dirt walls, sending dust and debris into his face. He spit out dirt and yelled. “Friendlies, friendlies! Ceasefire. Sergeant Carver here.” He waited, but there was no response. He tried again. “You hear me? Friendlies coming out.”

      A dim voice called, “Who you say you were again?”

      “Carver, Sergeant Carver.” Bullets sprayed down the line and Carver covered his head. When it stopped he yelled, “Goddamit, you sons-of-bitches, knock it off.”

      The voice yelled back, “Carver’s dead you Jap sumbitch.”

      “Dammit, you moronic fuckhead, cease fire. I’m not dead.”

      No fire came, but the voice questioned, “Sarge?” Carver extended his hand around the corner. When it didn’t get shot off, he moved his body into the line of fire with his Thompson aiming to the sky. “It is you. We thought you were dead. The machine gunners said they saw you go down trying to kill those damned tanks.”

      Sergeant Carver didn’t waste time talking but waved the men forward. As Gomez passed him, he caught movement coming up the trench. He went onto his belly bringing the Thompson to his shoulder. A surprised Japanese soldier with a snub-nosed burp gun filled his sights, and Carver unleashed a steady stream of bullets into him. The soldier convulsed backward into more troops. Carver emptied his magazine then pushed himself around the corner as bullets slammed into the wall. He was on his hands and knees crawling towards the sandbagged safety of his lines. O’Connor was there sighting over his head waiting for the first Jap to show himself. He saw a dark object hit the wall at the corner and he dove for the dirt and yelled, “Grenade.”

      Carver went flat, and the grenade exploded mere yards away. He winced as he felt hot metal slice into his leg. O’Connor was up and helping Carver to his feet. Yelling alerted him and he watched as a Japanese soldier slid around the corner with death in his eyes. The Jap had the drop on him, but before he could fire there was a chorus of shooting from behind and the soldier dropped with multiple gunshot wounds.

      Gomez sprinted to the other side of Carver, his gun smoking. Together they hefted him over the sandbags. Once clear, the GIs guarding the trench opened fire as more Japs came around the corner.

      They got to the top of the hill as bullets whizzed through the air. The rest of the GIs retreated behind them, and the machine guns in the command bunker stopped firing and pulled back.

      The Japanese were in full attack. Their objective was in sight, and the thought of victory had them crazed. The GIs retreated, covering one another as they went. Sergeant Carver was between Gomez and O’Connor. Private Tavers covered them with his M1 Garand. The tanks crested the hill and fired into the command bunker. One 47mm shell went through a firing port and exploded inside. Debris and fire shot out the gunport slits.

      As they retreated, Carver thought they’d be shot in the back any second. They passed the dug-in turret of a Sherman tank and Carver remembered Lt. Swan mentioning them covering their retreat. True to his word the Shermans were waiting to blast the oncoming Type 97 tanks.

      As enemy troops spilled onto the top of the hill, they were cut down by the .30 caliber Browning machine guns poking out from the middle of the Sherman’s. The main 75mm gun fired making Carver flinch. The immediate clang behind them signaled a hit. Carver couldn’t turn around, but he could feel the heat of the exploding Type 97 tank.

      Gomez and O’Connor continued helping him down the hill. The tanks fired, and machine gunned the oncoming Japanese forces but were forced to pull back as enemy tanks worked to flank them.

      The GIs got to the bottom of the hill and threw Sergeant Carver into the back of a troop truck. It was full of wounded and started churning down the muddy road, retreating towards the north knob. O’Connor hoped it wouldn’t be targeted by any Japanese tanks.

      Three of the five Shermans were backing down the hill with their main guns and .30 calibers firing. They were driving blind, not willing to turn their lighter armored backsides to the guns of the Type 97s.

      One of the Sherman’s backed into a tree which shuddered but stopped the momentum of the tank. The treads struggled, continuing to grind into the obstacle but the tree wasn’t moving. The driver reversed direction, but the treads dug into soft ground. The top hatch opened, and the tank commander popped up grabbing the handles of the fifty caliber machine gun mounted on top. He primed the weapon and sent a stream of bullets into a Japanese tank. The enemy tank sparked as the heavy bullets chipped at its steel front.

      The front machine gun of the Japanese tank slewed in his direction and fired a long stream. For five seconds the two machine gunners exchanged fire until the Sherman tank commander lurched and fell back into the tank. The 75mm gun on the Sherman took aim while the Japanese tank did the same. Both fired simultaneously, and both took hits. The Sherman’s shell hit the Type 97 in the turret joint, and the tank’s turret popped off the base like a children’s toy. For a brief second O’Connor could see the surprised face of the suddenly exposed driver before the turret slammed down and crushed him.

      The Sherman was spewing smoke and fire from the gaping hole the Japanese shell left. Hatches opened, and men clawed and struggled to get out. Two made it before the Sherman went up in flames. A man screamed as he was halfway out the top hatch, flames burst through and consumed him.

      The two surviving tankers ran down the hill following the two remaining Shermans. Their uniforms smoked and smoldered, and their faces were black where their goggles didn’t cover.

      O’Connor punched Gomez in the arm, “Let’s give ‘em cover.” He ran back towards the hill and crouched behind a fallen tree. He placed his rifle on the trunk and sighted down searching for targets. It didn’t take long to find a Japanese soldier leaping down the hill firing at the retreating tankers. O’Connor pulled the trigger and watched as the man took the bullet in the belly and fell forward. Gomez was firing, and Private Tavers joined them with his M1 Garand.

      The remaining Shermans passed them and once on the road turned forward. They kept muzzles pointing backward and never stopped firing. The two tankers on foot were running for their lives. Bullets smacked into logs and rocks all around them. O’Connor stood up, waved his arms and yelled. The tankers saw him and sprinted for them.

      Japanese were coming down the hill, not taking the time to aim, but firing as they ran. O’Connor dropped one, and Private Tavers hit another. Gomez shouldered his rifle as the tankers leaped behind the cover of the tree. They were breathing hard, sweat and grime dripping from their faces.

      O’Connor pointed towards the retreating tanks. “Follow them. We’ll cover you.” They didn’t hesitate and took off down the road. The three GIs fired until their weapons were empty and quickly reloaded. The pursuing Japanese were more careful now.

      Bullets thunked into the downed tree. O’Connor pulled the remaining grenades from his belt, and the others did the same. “On the count of three, we’ll throw, wait for the explosions then run like hell.” They nodded and pulled the pins. “One, two, three.” They threw the grenades as far up the hill as they could. When they exploded, all three jumped to their feet and ran after the tankers.

      Private Tavers took three steps and yelled out as two bullets lanced through his back and exited his chest. Blood sprayed the back of O’Connor. He turned in time to see the life leave Taver’s eyes. He stopped and was about to run back for him, but Taver’s body was raked over with more bullets. Gomez grabbed O’Connor’s arm and pulled him up the road. “Leave him. He’s gone.”
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      Lieutenant Taro stood atop Hill 260 with his arms across his chest. He watched the Americans running like scared sheep. He shook his head at the image, deadly sheep. They were retreating, but they’d left a swath of destruction. The hillside was littered with dead and dying soldiers. The tank units hadn’t gotten off easy either. He could see at least three burning hulks from his vantage point.

      Lieutenant Otani joined him. He was breathing hard, and his uniform was shredded, as if he’d lost a fight with a lion. Lieutenant Taro noticed blood dripping off his fingers. “You’re hit, sir.”

      Lieutenant Otani glanced at the blood in surprise. He shrugged, “I hadn’t noticed.” He followed the blood trail up to his shoulder and winced as he felt the deep gash. He kept his hand on the wound and looked down the hill towards the north knob.

      Lieutenant Taro waved and got the attention of a medic. Lieutenant Otani barely noticed when the medic cut his sleeve away. He bit his lip when he felt the needle and thread sewing the gash together. “It is a minor wound compared to the horrors our men went through.”

      Lieutenant Taro nodded, “Many good men died. I have no idea how many.” He looked to the clouds. “I convinced myself that I too was dead. I thought I must be, so many bullets missed me.”

      Lieutenant Otani looked at him. “You led the men to victory. You were their example.” He put his bloody hand on his shoulder. “You restored your honor a thousand times today.”

      The sounds of war from the other hills grew intense. An American artillery barrage arced over their heads, screaming towards Hill 700. It reminded the two officers that they need to fortify their new positions and take cover. It wouldn’t be long until the Americans counterattacked.

      Lieutenant Taro pointed towards an abandoned and burned out bunker. It was the biggest of the bunkers and was undoubtedly the American’s command center. Japanese troops lingered around the entrance smoking cigarettes that smelled like Lucky Strikes, an American brand. “We can occupy the American’s old headquarters. It’s been cleared and is still relatively intact.”

      Otani nodded and walked to the entrance. He peered inside. The dead had been removed, but the stench of burnt flesh was unmistakable. Otani looked at the men around him. It was time to get back to work. “Clean this bunker out and set up radios. Follow the American lines and splice into their wires. I want to have contact with HQ within the hour.”  He turned to Lt. Taro. “I want the trenches dug and reinforced. Use the downed timber for cover. The Americans will come, and I want them to pay dearly for every inch. We have to hold until the other hills are taken. We won’t get reinforcements until then.” Taro nodded and went to work assigning jobs.
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        * * *

      

      When evening came, Lieutenant Taro and his men were exhausted. He’d dug and struggled beside them, making their defenses as strong as they could in the short time.

      The Americans hadn’t fired artillery onto Hill 260. Taro knew it was only a matter of time. He could see them scurrying around the top of the north knob a few kilometers away, no doubt digging and reinforcing. Taro had no illusions about attacking them. They barely had enough men to defend what they’d taken. They were in defensive mode, and he felt good about that. He didn’t relish watching more soldiers die trying to wade through machine gun fire and artillery. It would be the American’s turn this time.

      As the daylight faded to dark, he could still hear the sounds of digging. His men were going deep, tunneling. The American’s would have to pull them out one by one. Taking this hill back would cost them dearly.

      The night came, and Taro made one last check on his men before collapsing in a corner and falling asleep. A soldier tried to wake him, offering him food, but he was too tired even for that. He slept three hours and woke feeling worse than he had before sleeping.

      He ate what little food he could find while watching the light show coming from the west. The artillery hadn’t subsided. He couldn’t tell if it was American or Japanese, probably both. He could hear the staccato of machine guns and the thumping of explosions. Occasionally there would be a large explosion that would light up the night. From the sea, there was fire too, as the big American naval guns joined the fight. He closed his eyes happy they weren’t aimed at him yet.
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        * * *

      

      It was still dark when the bombs started dropping on Hill 260. Even though Lt. Taro expected it, it still took his breath away. The raw power of  artillery shells landing close, shaking the ground, shaking his bones, wasn’t something you got used to.

      He scurried into a hole along with other soldiers and hoped they wouldn’t be buried. The artillery lasted an hour. It seemed much longer.

      When it finally stopped, he poked his head out and listened through ringing ears. Debris was falling like snow. There weren’t any jungle sounds. Indeed the jungle had been stripped from the hill like it had endured a tight haircut.

      The brief silence didn’t last. He could hear the unmistakable sound of tanks clanking up the hill. He looked over the edge and in the dim light of early morning saw American Sherman tanks churning towards them.

      He clutched the soldier next to him, a young man who looked no older than sixteen. “Go to the command bunker and tell Lieutenant Otani the Americans are attacking from the north knob with tanks and troops.” He held onto the man’s shoulder and stood to get a better look down the hill. He counted the tanks he could see. “Tell him there are at least five tanks and probably more.” He pushed the soldier, and he ran to do his bidding.

      Mortar rounds started falling all along the hill. He told his men to remain under cover until they could get good shots. He heard the crack of a rifle off to his right. A sniper. In a low crouch, he went to the sound.

      The sniper was laying amongst fallen timbers with his rifle perched on a rotten stump. Taro stopped and watched him sighting through the scope mounted rifle. He moved the barrel to the right then centered and fired. The rifle jumped in his hand, and the rifleman smoothly reloaded another round.

      Taro peered over the edge of the trench and watched the advancing Americans. They moved cautiously, letting their mortar crews work the hill and using the Sherman’s for cover.  He could see plenty of targets though, men not able to hide behind the moving hunk of metal. The sniper rifle cracked, and this time Taro saw a green-clad soldier fall. He felt no pity, but pride in his shooter. It was a long shot, but he made it look easy.

      Firing erupted up and down the line. His men were done watching and were engaging the Americans. The tanks stopped and fired at the muzzle flashes with their 75mm cannons. The sound of the .30 caliber front mounted machine guns joined in, and soon the air above Taro’s head was buzzing again.

      He stayed down, hoping his machine gun crews heeded their orders not to shoot until the Americans were close. The tank cannons would make quick work of them once they were spotted. He licked his dry lips hoping Lieutenant Otani’s plan worked.

      He watched as the tanks rolled past the line of holes the men had dug late into the night. Each hole was occupied with a soldier equipped with a rifle and two precious grenades. Their attack would be the signal to start the mortar barrage. The plan was to pin the Americans down and take out the tanks one by one, once separated from the infantry.

      He watched in morbid fascination as the tanks went past the holes. It was working. The Americans didn’t notice them. The hole covers popped open. The men had timed it perfectly allowing the American infantry cowering behind the tanks to  get far enough ahead so they could expose themselves without being seen.

      Taro watched two of his men pop up and hurl grenades. They looked like rocks from this far away but the explosions burst in the middle of the American infantry, and he saw many fall. They were back in their holes before the GIs knew what hit them.

      More explosions sent GIs flying. The infantry faltered and started looking behind them for the unseen threat. One of his men poked his head up and was about to throw another grenade, but he was seen and gunned down by a soldier wielding a Thompson submachine gun.

      The GIs realized what was happening and stopped advancing. Their weapons pointed back the way they’d come. Lieutenant Taro watched as one by one the Americans silenced the holes. The tanks clanked forward leaving the infantry behind. Mortar rounds fired from the reverse side of Hill 260 started landing amongst the tanks.
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      The early morning assault on Hill 260 wasn’t what Sergeant Carver wanted to happen, but the brass hadn’t asked his opinion. He’d been patched up by the medics and told to occupy a cot in the medical tent. He’d slept for two hours, but that was all he could stand. He hobbled away from the infirmary without anyone noticing. He found his Thompson near the front door and slung it over his shoulder.

      He limped across the North knob, each step burned and ached. The medics thought they’d gotten all the shrapnel out of his leg, but it still burned like fire. They’d told him he was lucky there weren’t any pieces lodged too deep. He didn’t feel lucky.

      He’d gone to the biggest bunker on the hill trying to get information. He was just about to enter when he heard yelling. Someone was getting chewed out. He stopped and listened. Captain Flannigan was giving someone hell. He couldn’t hear any replies, but he would bet money the officer receiving the dressing down was Lt. Swan.

      He only caught bits and pieces, but he heard a lot of words like, ‘retreat, orders, hold the line, insubordination and court martial.’ The brass wasn’t happy they’d retreated off Hill 260.

      Carver’s blood boiled. Flannigan made it sound like there was another choice. He grit his teeth. There was another choice…death. He clenched his jaw and was about to burst into the bunker and be courtmartialed himself when a voice beside him said, “Thought you were in the medical tent.”

      He looked over his shoulder and saw Corporal O’Connor. Carver knew he’d been awake since before the attack, but he looked as ready to go as he always did. “No cute nurses.” He stepped away from the bunker. “I’ve been out of it, know anything?”

      O’Connor nodded. “You didn’t hear? Flannigan wants us to take the hill back in the morning.”

      “Shit.”
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Carver didn’t check in with Lt. Swan before the attack. He simply lined up with everyone else. His leg ached, and he had a distinct limp, but he wouldn’t be left behind. He was happy to see they had tanks to walk behind.

      At first, he wondered if the Japanese had left Hill 260. The tanks with the infantry close behind met no resistance. That fantasy shattered when the man in front of him dropped from a sniper’s Bullet. The grinding of the tank’s engine and treads muffled the shot, but there was no doubt about the results. The GI was dead before he hit the ground. “Sniper,” he yelled and the men got as close to the hulking Sherman’s backside as they could.

      They moved slowly up the hill. The tank treads churning against the soft ground. The hill was covered with downed trees and blasted ground. They had to choose their routes carefully or risk getting stuck.

      Carver peered around the edge of the tank. They were almost a quarter of the way up the hill. Maybe most of them have bugged out. He shook his head knowing it was bullshit.

      An explosion erupted amongst the men behind the tank to his right. He hadn’t heard artillery or the screaming of mortars. Whatever it was, it killed and maimed a number of soldiers. They screamed and thrashed clutching their wounds. Another explosion and more men were down. What the hell’s happening?

      He instinctively kneeled, letting the tank move ahead. He searched three hundred sixty degrees around. Something caught his eye behind him, and he spun bringing his Thompson to bear. A Japanese soldier materialized from the ground about to throw a grenade. Carver flicked the safety off and pulled the trigger, walking .45 caliber slugs up his body. The soldier fell back into his hole, the grenade following him, leaving no doubt.

      Carver watched as more holes opened with more Japanese hurling grenades. He yelled a warning and motioned to take cover. The GIs dove to the ground. Carver yelled, “they’re behind us in holes.”

      The next Japanese to pop up was gunned down by the waiting guns. The infantry advance had stopped. Carver watched as more holes were uncovered and the grizzly work of killing the occupants continued.

      Enemy mortar rounds started whistling down amongst the tanks. The tankers were oblivious to the Japs in the holes and continued grinding up the hill.  The mortar fire walked down towards the infantry, and they had no choice but to hunker down. The tanks got further away from the GIs.

      Sergeant Carver realized their mistake and urged the men forward. “We have to guard the tank’s flanks.”  He stood up to move forward, but the pain in his leg and the flying shrapnel kept him down. He watched in horror as more Japanese in hide holes between him and the tanks emerged and charged with satchels clutched to their chests.

      He leveled his Thompson and fired into one of the attackers. The soldier fell but got back to his feet and made it the final few steps to the back of a Sherman. There was an explosion, and the soldier and the tank disappeared in flame. There were similar explosions amongst the unprotected tanks.

      When the smoke and debris cleared, six of the ten Sherman tanks were blazing pyres.

      The shock from the devastating suicide attack pulsed through the GIs like a lightning bolt. They stared in awe, then sprang into action running forward to protect the remaining tanks, despite the mortar fire.

      Carver willed himself to keep moving despite his aching leg. Mortar rounds exploded around him, but he pushed through and made it to the back of one of the Shermans. It was stopped, it’s 75mm gun firing as fast as it could be loaded. The .30 caliber machine gun raked the hill searching for more hidden Japanese. The burning hulks spewed black smoke making Carver choke.

      He reached for the radio on the back of the tank, hoping it was still operational. More troops were at his side using the tank for cover as they fired up the hill. Carver keyed the side of the radio and heard static. “Tank crew, this is Sergeant Carver. You need to move forward. We’re with you the rest of the way. We’ll keep the Japs off your tail.”

      The reply was curt, “Roger.” The tank lurched forward. The others followed, and they advanced up the hill.

      Bullets zinged and ricocheted off the front of the tank. Carver looked at the other tanks and was dismayed how few soldiers he saw clustered behind them. They’d lost a lot of men over the past twenty four hours. There hadn’t been any reinforcements besides the tanks and their crews. The platoon was whittled down to an almost ineffective force and they were being asked to root out a dug in enemy.

      The only thing evening the playing field was the fact that the Japanese had taken even more casualties. Carver wondered how many were waiting for them.

      They were halfway up the hill when the tanks stopped. Carver nearly bumped into the back-end. He lifted the radio and listened. He nodded and signed off. “There’s an airstrike coming, followed by an artillery strike. Find some cover.”

      Under cover of the hammering machine guns and cannons of the tanks, the men spread out and started scraping out depressions in the jungle floor. There was plenty of cover with all the fallen trees and churned up ground. Bullets whizzed and snapped over their heads as they dug in.

      Ten minutes passed before the air filled with diving fighters. Carver kept his head down but watched as they dove and dropped their two hundred pound bombs. The top of the hill erupted as wave after wave passed. The ground shook and he had the sensation of holding on so he wouldn’t fall off the world.

      When they ran out of bombs, they strafed until their guns were empty, then arced out over the sea and lined up for the Cape Torokina Airfield six miles away.

      Carver lifted his head. The top of the hill was covered in dust and debris. New fires dotted the landscape spewing black and white smoke. There was no movement, no firing, but he knew the Japanese were there, waiting.

      A few minutes later the air filled with artillery shells. The fire concentrated on top of the hill. Carver doubted the command bunker Lt. Swan operated out of yesterday, was still standing.

      The thought brought him up short. He’d been concentrating on getting into the fight with his men. He realized he had no idea where Lt. Swan was. As the shells thumped into the Japanese line, he leaned over and saw Corporal O’Connor laying on his stomach with his arms over his head. He was covered in a layer of dust and bits of jungle fauna. He yelled over the din of the artillery, “Hey O’Connor, you seen the lieutenant?”

      O’Connor lifted his head and gazed through slit eyelids. Carver had the impression he’d woken him. O’Connor nodded and pointed down the hill, “He’s leading from the rear as usual.”

      Carver nodded and yelled back. “As long as he keeps the artillery coming, I’m okay with that.”

      The artillery fell like rain for another ten minutes. When it stopped, there was an unnatural silence. The brief calm was broken by the revving motors of the four Sherman tanks moving forward.
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      Lieutenant Taro sat beside the battered body of Lieutenant Otani. The American air attack and artillery had been deadly. He had no idea how many soldiers were dead. He only knew the officer in charge was dead, which meant he was in command. It was beyond comprehension. How had he survived when so many others died?

      He gazed down the smoking trench line. It was filled with pieces of soldiers and ruined equipment. The smell of burnt bodies and cordite burned his nose. They’d dug deep, but the relentless bombing had collapsed most of the holes along with the soldiers. Am I the only one left?

      He picked up his rifle. It was crusted in dirt and mud. He ran his hand over the cold steel barrel. He sighed, wondering how much longer he’d have to heft it around. He looked over his shoulder. The Americans rumbled up the hill, despite losing tanks to the heroic suicide bombers.

      The occasional bullet smacked into the ground in front of him; probing fire. He took one last look at the dead eyes of his commander and clawed his way to the lip of the trench. The Americans were less than a kilometer away. A blackness descended over him. He wanted to end this misery once and for all.

      He pulled his legs beneath him and sat cross-legged. He rested his elbows on his knees and brought the rifle to his shoulder. It wavered despite the solid position. His arms shook and he struggled to keep it steady. He looked over the sights searching for a target. He saw tanks, but no soldiers. He leveled the barrel and fired at the metal behemoth. He watched his round spark off the front. He pulled the bolt and snicked in another bullet. He fired until he ran out of ammo. The tank didn’t seem to notice him, despite hitting it with each shot. It rumbled forward, clanking and spouting smoke from the exhaust.

      He was too tired to reload, so he dropped the rifle and pulled out his pistol. It was heavy, and his shaking hand could barely grip the handle. The tank was close now, looming large like some blocky monster.

      He fired his pistol, and it bucked like a wild beast trying to free itself. The front machine gun moved in his direction, but before it made it to him, another machine gun opened fire. It was the unmistakable buzzsaw of a Nambu. He saw the back end of the tank spark as bullets found their mark. He heard screams from men behind the tank.

      The Sherman stopped only a few meters from his position and the turret swung towards the Nambu. It adjusted and fired. The 75mm shell slammed into the machine gun nest, silencing it instantly. The boom nearly knocked Lt. Taro’s hat off.

      The threat gone, the turret swiveled until the main gun centered on Lt. Taro. He stared into the dark maw of the muzzle, waiting for it to deliver him from this hellish world. Instead, soldiers came from behind the tank with their weapons centered on his chest. Fear heightened his senses as he contemplated capture for the first time. He drew the only weapon he had left, his fighting knife. It was rusted from infrequent use. He held it at his side, waiting for the first soldier to come close. He pictured himself thrusting the blade into the GIs gut.

      The first man to him was a long lanky soldier holding an M1 rifle. He seemed strangely familiar. He looked young but hard. A combat veteran. He kept his distance. Taro thought his eyes looked predatory. Another soldier limped up beside him. He had sergeant’s stripes on his shoulders and held a submachine gun. He was shorter than the first soldier but looked like chiseled granite. He thought he knew the man somehow, but couldn’t remember how. He became Taro’s new target.

      Other Americans streamed past, but these two remained. The tall one spit a long stream, never taking his eyes off him. He said something to the sergeant who shook his head. The sergeant kneeled and pointed at the knife and spoke. Lieutenant Taro was tired, so tired he could hardly keep his head up. He stared back at the sergeant. His vision blurred and tears he didn’t know he had, streamed down his face.

      He felt the knife drop from his hands and the lanky soldier was on him in a flash lifting him from his seated position and facing him towards the sergeant. He expected to be shot or run through with a bayonet, but instead, the sergeant spoke, and the lanky soldier released him. The young soldier gave him a hard stare and walked away.

      The wounded sergeant motioned for him to follow and without knowing how or why his feet moved down the hill towards the American lines. Lieutenant Taro’s war was over.
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Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The battle described did not pan out the way I’ve depicted here. Hill 260 was real and was attacked by overwhelming Japanese forces on March 8th. The Japanese pushed the Americans off the hill and held onto it for many days. Each of the other Japanese objectives was also achieved, however they took such massive casualties (est. 8000 KIA) that they had little chance of holding the ground and no chance of achieving the ultimate goal of taking over the allied airfields. Despite their losses, the Japanese soldiers held the hills until every man was either killed or captured.

      The 164th Regiment was one of many units involved in the battle. The 164th was integral in the defense and particularly in the re-taking of Hill 260.

      The American presence on the island ended soon after the battle and Bougainville was occupied by the Australian Army until the end of the war. The Japanese on Bougainville Island were never defeated. They surrendered along with the rest of the Japanese Empire, on September 2nd 1945.
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      Sam Santos woke to the sounds of his Grandmother, Lola stoking the cooking fire in the middle of the room. It was dark, the sunrise hours away. Sam flung the thin sheet off his body and swung his bare feet to the hard, dirt packed floor. He rubbed his eyes and stared into the gloom. He could hear the soft snores of his older brother, Berto. Sam reached across the short distance and slapped his brother’s shoulder. The snoring stopped but Berto rolled away and groaned.

      Sam heard his younger sister, Yelina stirring. “Good morning, Yelina.”

      A small voice spoke from the darkness. “Good morning, Sammy.”

      The sound of their grandmother shutting the clay door of the stove reminded Sam of his morning chores. He smacked his brother again, pulled back the thin sheet that acted as a wall, and saw his grandmother’s face glowing in the firelight filtering through the stove slats. Her face was old and wrinkled, but when she saw her grandson she smiled and the wrinkles turned to deep smile lines. “Good morning my lazy grandson.”

      It was the same greeting every morning. No matter how early he woke, his grandmother was always awake before him. “Good morning, Lola.” He stepped forward and held his hands out to the glowing stove. “It’s cold this morning.”

      She waved as if it was nothing. “Work will warm you. We need more wood. I need it hot for the water.”

      He nodded and extended his hands for one more warming. He pushed the rickety wooden door open and it creaked and moaned on rusty hinges. He’d found the hinges amongst the rubble of a burned down house a few months before. He’d only found a few screws, but it was enough to provide a working door.

      The family that owned the burned house hadn’t been seen since the night of the fire. Everyone knew their probable fate. They’d been a part of the Filipino resistance and the Japanese weren’t known for their mercy.

      Sam took in the night smells. Theirs wasn’t the only cooking fire. It was dark outside and he waited for his eyes to adjust. The Japanese had strict rules about light discipline. He wondered if he’d ever see Cebu City lit up again.

      The Japanese occupation began three years ago, but it seemed like a lifetime. He could barely remember how the city looked under the lights, but remembered it was beautiful.

      An hour later the Santos family huddled around the stove eating dismal portions of rice and fish from steel bowls. It didn’t take long before the food was gone. Sam scraped the bowl and tilted it to his mouth, coaxing every last morsel.

      “Don’t be crude,” Berto said. He scooped his remaining crumbs. “We’re lucky we have as much food as we do.” Sam rolled his eyes. Berto flushed. “You’re ungrateful. My job allows our family more food. You should be thanking me, not rolling your eyes.”

      Sam looked at Grandmother Lola who was staring into the flickering flames, then back to Berto. Sam said, “You’re going to get us killed. People talk about our family as if we’re all collaborators.”

      Berto put his bowl on the floor and stood. He pointed at his brother. “You watch your mouth. Who’s threatened us? I’ll make them pay. Give me a name. The Japanese will reward us for rooting out resistance fighters.”

      Sam stood. He came to Berto’s chin. “That’s the kind of thing that’ll get us killed. Can’t you see the Japanese are losing? What happens when they’re gone? What happens to us, our family? They won’t only punish you, but all of us.”

      Berto gritted his teeth and spoke through them. “You watch your mouth. The Japanese will win, and once they do, they’ll reward us with a good piece of land, just like they promised.”

      Sam shook his head and was about to continue when Grandmother Lola’s soft voice pierced the tense air. “Stop this talk. Both of you.” The arguing stopped and the only sound was the crackle and popping of the fire. “This war will end.” She remained squatting in front of the fire. She opened the clay door and poked the fire with a metal poker. She nodded. “All wars end.”
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        * * *

      

      Once the chores were done, Sam watched Berto getting ready to leave. He was putting on a fresh shirt. Everyone working with the Japanese were required to wear the beige button-down shirts.

      When Berto first donned it, he’d been nervous about his decision to collaborate. Now, three years later he wore it like a shiny medal. He liked the fear his presence evoked when he entered a room. The shirt marked him as someone of power and influence.

      He lifted his chin and saw Sam watching him. “It’s time you joined. You’re old enough. You can do what you want. You don’t need to be led by the nose by Grandmother.”

      Sam shook his head. “I’ll never join the Makapili.” His face flushed as soon as he’d uttered the derogatory term.

      Berto’s jaw clenched and he reared back and hit Sam. “Don’t you dare use that term. We’re patriots.”

      Sam deflected the blow, but pretended the punch hurt him. He whimpered and cowered. “Sorry, it slipped out.”

      Berto leaned close. “I’m going to recommend you to the Kempei Tei. They’re always looking for new recruits. They’ll come by today for your indoctrination.” Without a glance back, Berto strode from the shack. The door slammed and nearly broke from the hinges.

      Sam stood and saw his sister watching from the corner. In her soft, song-like voice she asked, “Why did you let him hit you?”

      Sam shrugged. “It’s easier. He’s stronger and won’t stop until he thinks he’s hurt me.”

      “Do you think he’ll be coming back with the Kempei Tei?” She had trouble pronouncing the words.

      Sam thought about it for a second then shook his head. “I think he was trying to scare me. He wouldn’t do that.”

      “What if he does?”

      Sam laughed. “They’ll have to deal with Grandmother first. I fear for the Japanese if they tried to do anything against her will.” Yelina smiled and laughed. Sam put his arm around his sister’s small shoulders. “Don’t worry, little one.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Japanese came just before lunch. Sam had returned from the jungle near the sea with a bag of snails. The Japanese didn’t allow Filipinos to fish for themselves, so he’d taken to foraging through the jungle in search of edibles. He’d found a good stash of snails that day and was looking forward to showing them to Grandmother Lola.

      He’d just plopped the bag in front of his grandmother when there was a loud knock, and in broken Tagalog, “Open the door.”

      Sam’s knees felt weak as he realized his brother hadn’t been trying to scare him. He’d sent the Japanese.

      Grandmother Lola stared at the door. There was another loud knock and Sam moved to open it, but she held out her hand. “Stay put. I’ll deal with them.”

      She shuffled to the door and mumbled, “Coming.” She opened the door and stood facing a squat Japanese soldier. He was young and his scowl made him look cruel. He stepped away from the door and took up position beside it, like a guard. The Japanese behind him was dressed in the black of the hated Kempei Tei secret police. He was taller and older.

      He stepped forward and gave a slight bow. Grandmother Lola returned the courtesy but didn’t move from the doorway. In near perfect Tagalog he said, “Good afternoon. I’m here to speak with your youngest son, Sam.”

      Grandmother Lola shook her head. “I know why you’re here and I won’t allow you to take him. You already have one grandson. You don’t need both. I am old and need his help.”

      Sam held his breath wondering where his grandmother got the courage to deny a Kempei Tei officer. There was a long pause. Grandmother Lola kept her gaze slightly down, but her strong stance didn’t falter.

      The officer chuckled. The sound made Sam nauseous. The officer continued. “I have heard good things about your son. I’m in need of his skills. We’ll increase your rations and give you an even larger piece of land once this war’s over. Your family will be considered heroes.” He smiled and gestured into the shack. “And you still have your lovely daughter to help around the house.”

      The mention of Yelina made Sam pull her behind his back. He’d heard what the Japanese did to young Filipino girls, turning them into comfort women for their troops. Everyone knew it meant a life of rape and an early death.

      Keeping her gaze lowered, Grandmother Lola gave a slight shake of her head. “You’ve already taken their parents. We have heard nothing of them these long years. I was put in charge of the children; my grandchildren. You won’t have more from us.”

      The smile disappeared from the officer’s face. His hard eyes turned to black, stony orbs; bottomless and full of hatred. “You dare say no to me?” His gaze drilled into her. “You’re wasting my time. There will be no more discussion. Either he comes willingly or we drag him. Either way, he’s coming with us.”

      Sam looked to his grandmother. She hadn’t wavered, her feet still firmly planted as if she’d grown roots. Sam had no choice, he stepped forward and put his hand on his grandmother’s shoulder. “It’s okay. I’ll go.” He felt her shoulder tremble, but she didn’t move. She shook her head.

      The Kempei Tei officer reached out and pushed her aside. She fell to the floor and Sam reached out, exposing his sister. The Kempei Tei stepped over them and reached for Yelina. He grasped her thin arm and shook. She screamed and tried to break away, but his grip was too strong. He leered and leaned close. Yelina’s nose crinkled in disgust. “Aren’t you a pretty thing? Your brother, Berto didn’t mention you.”

      Sam stood, turned to the officer and without thinking pushed him away from Yelina. “Take your hands off her,” he yelled.

      Sam was immediately grabbed from behind by the accompanying soldiers. He was dragged toward the door, but he pulled away and went back for the officer. He threw himself at the officer. He heard his grandmother yell, ‘no,’ but he was committed. The thought of this disgusting man touching his sweet Yelina, sent him into a rage. He smashed into the officer and they both went to the ground. Sam was no stranger to violence; the city streets were filled with it. He punched the officer and blood spurted from his lip where his fist mashed it into his teeth.

      He only got one punch in before the soldier recovered and yanked him off the officer by his hair. He reached back for the new threat, but the soldier was strong and lifted his light frame off the ground. Sam kicked and grunted but was soon thrown outside in the dirt.

      He heard his grandmother yelling. He glimpsed her through the dim light. She was hitting the officer with ineffective fists. As if in slow motion, he watched as the officer pushed her away, unholstered his sidearm and aimed. Sam sprang up but fell back with the blast of the pistol.

      All sound ceased as he watched his grandmother sway, then fall as if her puppet strings were cut. The world focused down to her face. Her staring eyes, normally full of laughter and depth were suddenly masked with a thin film of milky-white. She was gone.

      Yelina’s scream jolted him back. She lunged onto Grandmother Lola’s body and prodded her as if trying to wake her from a deep sleep. The sight broke his heart. He felt all joy and light leave his world as if the entire cast of a play suddenly walked out in the middle of a masterful performance. He was numb and confused.

      Yelina was lifted off the body by her hair. The grinning officer held her as she kicked and screamed. The officer’s teeth were stained with his own blood, making his visage even more sinister. He threw Yelina out the door and Sam reached out and caught her. He held her tight, trying to squeeze the ugly memories from her soul. She sobbed into his shoulder. He whispered into her ear, “Be strong, little one. Be strong.”

      The words calmed her, she relaxed slightly in his embrace, but the moment passed when she was ripped from his arms by the officer. Sam reached for her but she was thrust toward the soldiers. She struggled but they held her tight.

      The officer crouched in front of Sam and pulled out a white handkerchief. He wiped his pistol and the kerchief came away red. He folded it and used the clean side to dab his lip. He looked at the blood then back to Sam. “Your Lola will rot and your sister will please many soldiers.” He leered, “I will break her in myself. Teach her how to be a good whore.”

      Sam lunged for his throat, but the nearest soldier restrained him with an iron grip. The officer smiled, but it didn’t travel to his eyes. “You are strong willed. We can use your strength on the work crews. You can follow in your parents’ footsteps.” He paused as Sam focused. It was the first he’d heard anything about his parents.

      “Hopefully you’ll last longer than they did.”
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        * * *

      

      Platoon Sergeant Carver shook himself awake. He looked around the dark room trying to figure out where he was. He wiped the beads of sweat from his brow and felt for his Thompson submachine gun, but it wasn’t there. He searched everywhere in the darkness, his panic rising in his gut like a cancer.

      He heard the wind racing through palm boughs. He smelled the rot of nearby jungle, mixed with the antiseptic stench of a hospital. It raced back to him. He took a deep breath, feeling the ache in his left leg. He remembered. He was in a rear area hospital far away from the front lines. He was safe, but he yearned for his weapon, like a drunk yearns for his wine. But like a recovering drunk, he knew it wasn’t allowed. Against hospital rules.

      He leaned back on his sweat soaked pillow and stared up at the thatch roof. He couldn’t see it, but he knew there was a lazily spinning fan above him, shifting the fetid air. He closed his eyes, trying to remember the dream. It was combat, shooting, screaming, dying, but what seemed so real was now a faded memory he couldn’t bring into focus.

      He knew sleep wouldn’t return and the thought of another nightmare, even one unremembered, made him want to stay awake. He swung his legs off the cot and placed his bare feet on the floor. He winced as the blood flowed to his injured left leg. The doctor said he got most of the shrapnel out, but there was nerve damage and he’d probably always feel some degree of pain. The trick now was to heal the muscle. To become strong enough to return to his unit.

      He reached for the bedside light and pulled the short chain. The soft glow illuminated the area around him. He could see other nearby cots. There were soft snores mixed with moans and thrashing from other dreamers. No matter how far behind friendly lines, these men were never free from their memories and dreams.

      Carver’s dreams had gotten worse the more time he spent in the hospital. On the line, dreams were a luxury. Sleep never truly came when death lurked only feet away.

      He rubbed his leg, massaging more blood into it. He leaned forward, took a deep breath and stood. Fresh sweat broke out on his forehead as the pain raced through his body. He kept most of his weight on his right leg, slowly transferring more and more to his left.

      Once the pain equalized, He tried to take a step with his left leg, but it was too much too fast and he collapsed with an involuntary yell. The crash of his body hitting the floor brought the nurse, Lieutenant Lilly James running from her metal desk near the front door.

      She got there in time to see Platoon Sergeant Carver pulling himself back onto his cot. She took in the scene and put her hands on her hips and glared. Her dark curls had escaped her bun and fell around her face and shoulders. She blew out the side of her mouth sending the nearest curl blowing. “Sergeant Carver, what on earth are you trying to prove?” He squinted up at her and she continued, “When are you going to remember to use your cane?”

      In his gruff voice he answered. “I’m not a damned cripple. I have to push or I won’t heal. You’ve said so yourself, ma’am.”

      She crossed her arms over her full breasts. “Not if it means hurting yourself worse. There’s a difference between pushing yourself and killing yourself. You need to be realistic. Your injuries need time to heal.” She shook her head. “How many times have we been over this?”

      He nodded. “Plenty. I couldn’t sleep.”

      Her hard glare turned soft. “Nightmares?” He rubbed his eyes and nodded. She reached out and put a hand on his bare shoulder. “You’re certainly not alone in that.”

      The feel of her bare hand on his skin sent heat through his body. He tried to ignore it. He looked into her hazel eyes and nodded. “I know. That’s why I need to get out of here. To end the nightmares. They don’t happen on the front.”

      She shook her head. “I’m no doctor, but that’s the stupidest logic I’ve ever heard.” She took her hand off his shoulder and he felt suddenly empty. She handed him his cane and he swiped at it but held it. “Let’s go on a walk.”

      He leaned on the cane and stood, feeling the pain lance through him again. He didn’t wince in front of Nurse Lilly. Instead, he flexed and did a short knee bend. “I think it’s getting better. When’s the doc coming to evaluate my progress, ma’am?”

      “Captain Shane will be here this morning, and for the tenth time, call me Lilly.” She stood straighter when she spoke Captain Shane’s name and Carver wondered if she had a thing for him. Anger coursed through him at the thought. The anger confused him. Have to stay focused on the mission. I don’t have time for this horseshit.

      “That means I’ll need to be up working till he gets here. I’m stiff in the morning, but I’ll pass today.”

      She shook her head, “You just fell over. You’d be a liability to those GIs you’re always talking about.” She put her hand on her right hip and extended it, giving him a pouty look. “You trying to get away from me Sergeant?”

      He grinned. “You’re not a very good actress, Nurse Lilly.”

      She smiled, but her face hardened. He thought she looked beautiful. “You see right through me, soldier boy.”

      He smiled liking the way she talked. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
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        * * *

      

      Platoon Sergeant Carver felt good. He’ been walking all morning using his cane. After lunch, he tried walking around without the cane and was happy with the results. He hoped he’d pass his weekly evaluation and be sent back to his unit.

      He pored over every piece of news he could find about the war. He hadn’t heard the ‘Americal’ Division mentioned in any news which didn’t necessarily mean anything. He’d gotten a letter from now Sergeant O’Connor, which had miraculously found him amongst the hundreds of wounded. The 164th Regiment had moved off Bougainville Island, but O’Connor didn’t have a clue as to their next mission. Even if he had, the censors wouldn’t have allowed him to relay the information if he’d been dumb enough to try. All Carver knew was his men weren’t in combat operations as of two months ago.

      When he’d first been carted off Bougainville, he’d spent a week on a hospital ship, then been offloaded to New Britain Island. His leg wound kept him from walking during the boat ride, but he knew they were moving north. It felt odd to be steaming closer to the enemy, but not as a combatant.

      Once on the island, he’d toured the grounds of the mobile hospital extensively. First via wheelchair, pushed by other convalescing GIs, then on his own two feet with the help of his cane.

      He’d seen his share of islands and this one didn’t seem better or worse. The Japanese had been pushed off, but it still smelled of death and rot. He doubted the smells would ever leave his senses.

      Soon it was evening and Carver anxiously awaited the doctor’s visit. His first doctor, a good natured, but overworked, Major had rotated home. At first, the major hadn’t been optimistic about Carver’s idea of going back to his unit.

      The leg wound was infected and it took the entire first month to beat it. After many fever-ridden days and nights, he’d gotten through the worst of it, but he was left weak. He’d pushed himself, making gains even the major was impressed with.

      Now he’d deal with the major’s replacement, Captain Shane. He’d seen the tall, athletic captain making rounds the day before. He’d stood in front of Carver’s gurney and barely looked at him. Instead the captain concentrated on the clipboard with the chart attached and snuck glances at Nurse Lilly’s ample cleavage. He’d barely given Carver the time of day. He hoped today he’d give him a clean bill of health and send him back to Able Company.

      While Carver waited, he sat on the bed extending and flexing his legs until they ached. Sweat rolled off his forehead as if he’d run a marathon.

      Finally, he saw the captain throw back the thatch door and enter the ward. His frame was well over six feet tall and he had to duck as he entered. He stopped, letting his eyes adjust to the light. Nurse Lilly sprang from her desk, fixed her skirt and saluted. Pleasantries were exchanged and Carver strained to hear what was said. He couldn’t help feeling a wave of anger sweep over him as he watched them talk. He shook his head, trying to stay focused on the task at hand.

      Carver saw Lilly hand Captain Shane a chart and she pointed at Carver. Carver brushed the sweat from his face with a nearby rag and stood. He could feel his leg aching, but overall, it felt good today.

      Carver snapped off a crisp salute as the captain approached and he returned it with a touch of his brow. Shane looked at the chart then back at Carver. “Hello, Platoon Sergeant. How you feeling?”

      “I’m feeling fine, sir. Ready to return to my unit.”

      The captain nodded and looked at the chart, seeming to study it intently. He pointed at Carver’s leg. “Your leg was busted up pretty bad and you suffered a long infection. You’re lucky you didn’t lose it.” Carver nodded but didn’t reply. Captain Shane continued. “Nurse Lilly tells me you’ve been working hard…sometimes too hard.”

      Carver glanced at Lilly and she dropped her eyes slightly. “I’m motivated to get back to my unit before they deploy again.”

      Captain Shane shook his head. “There’s no guarantee you’ll return to your unit, especially if they’ve already deployed. You know that, right?”

      Carver nodded. “That’s why I want to get back now, before they deploy, sir.” He tapped his leg. “I’m good to go, sir.”

      Captain Shane shook his head. “As you well know, combat requires every ounce a man can give. You’re making great progress, but you’re not ready. Not yet. I’m recommending another month of rehabilitation.” Carver’s jaw flexed as he gritted his teeth. Captain Shane continued. “I know you’re disappointed, but my word’s final.”

      Shane turned to leave, but Carver raised his voice. “I’m ready now, sir. You’ve gotta let me outta here. My men need me.”

      Shane handed the clipboard to Nurse Lilly. She gave Carver a slight shake of her head. Carver ignored it and was about to press the issue when Captain Shane pointed down the aisle leading to the exit. “Combat requires sprinting. You think you can sprint to the exit?”

      By now the rest of the wounded GIs were paying attention. Those that could, stood or propped themselves to see better. Someone called, “You can do it Sarge.”

      Carver estimated the distance at thirty yards. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he thought of the pounding his leg would take.

      Without another thought he moved to the aisle and took a deep breath, willing strength into his limbs. Lilly reached out to stop him, but he evaded her touch and took off. He made it ten yards before the pain lancing through his body caused him to step wrong and his left leg collapsed, sending him sprawling into the row of beds. The cheering GIs went silent as they watched Carver pick himself off the floor.

      Nurse Lilly ran to his side and reached down to help him. He tried to push her away, but she only gripped harder. He felt her iron grip on his bicep and he couldn’t help flexing. Who am I trying to impress?

      She helped him get steady as Captain Shane approached. “Another month, Sergeant.” He slapped the chart into Nurse Lilly’s free hand and said. “I’d like to see you at your desk, nurse.”

      Lilly nodded, and watched him pass. She leaned into Carver’s ear. He could feel her soft, hot breath. It sent shivers up his spine. She said, “I’m proud of you, Sergeant.” He looked into her hazel eyes and for an instant, time stopped. Captain Shane called and broke the trance. She released her grip and pulled away. Carver felt empty as her presence faded. He watched her go, taking in her shapely butt and her tapered waist. The Army uniform couldn’t contain her shapeliness. Just before she got to Captain Shane she looked back and saw him staring. She smiled and quickly turned away.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Carver lay on his bed thinking about his failure. His leg ached more than usual. He knew the captain was correct in his assessment, but Carver couldn’t help feeling resentment. He’d purposely humiliated him in front of the other wounded men and in front of Nurse Lilly.

      The day was like every other day on the island, sunny and hot. He seethed as he thought about the smug look on the captain’s face.

      He was lost in thought when he noticed Nurse Lilly standing beside him. He pulled himself from his self-pity and sat up. “What? Did you say something?”

      She smiled and her eyes lit up. “I was wondering why you weren’t up working out. It’s not like you to lay in bed all day.”

      He took a deep breath and let it out. “Just remembering my failure yesterday.”

      She shook her head and her eyes went cold. “Never took you for a quitter.”

      He sat up in bed and narrowed his eyes. “Never said anything about quitting.”

      She reached her hand out. “Then take my hand and let’s get after it, Sergeant.” He gripped her hand and stood. The blood surging to his leg made his head swim, but he ignored it and took a step. He wobbled and she handed him his cane. He shook his head. “I’ll go without it for awhile if it’s all the same to you.”

      Nurse Lilly took his rehab as a personal mission, pushing him to do more every day. Soon the work started to show. He no longer needed a cane and his limp was getting less and less noticeable.

      After one grueling day of work, Lilly sat on the cot beside him and asked, “Why haven’t you asked me out on a date, Sergeant?” Carver nearly fell over. He stared at her until she finally looked away. She continued, “Am I too forward?” He stammered but couldn’t respond. Her hazel eyes burned into him. “I can’t wait any longer so I’m taking matters into my own hands. I’ve seen the way you look at me.” His face turned red and he looked at his feet. She leaned forward and whispered, “I like it.”

      She reached for his face and stroked it as he looked into her eyes. Most of the other men were in the chow hall. The only wounded in the room, too badly damaged to notice their interlude. He was lost in her gaze. He reached for her face and her skin was smooth and warm.

      She broke the trance. She pulled away and gave him a radiant smile. “There’s a movie playing at the outdoor theater. I’ll meet you there.” He only nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Carver got to the outdoor movie theater forty-minutes early. He’d shaved, borrowed some aftershave and worn his least faded uniform. He wore his hat at an angle and paced. He felt nervous pinpricks of sweat threatening to ruin his undershirt.

      He’d spent a lot of time with Nurse Lilly, but only in a professional setting. She’d pushed him and helped him achieve his rehabilitation goals. Of course, he’d noticed her shapely body and flowing, thick dark hair, but he’d tried to push his growing feelings away. He was a soldier fighting a bloody war he’d likely not survive. The last thing he needed was a romance…or was it? He could be sent to the front tomorrow and killed. Wasn’t it better to live for today?

      He didn’t ponder the question too long. The feelings that coursed through his body when she’d touched his face was all he could think about. Her smell, feminine but tainted with a tinge of sweat made his head spin. She wasn’t the most petite or pretty nurse on base, but to him she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and somehow, she was interested in him.

      She arrived ten minutes early and Carver marveled at her beauty. He’d never seen her with makeup, and her hair was normally tied up in a tight bun. Now it flowed over her shoulders like a chocolate waterfall. He couldn’t help staring.

      She looked him in the eye and smiled. “Well, you gonna spend the whole night gawking, or are we going to the movie?”

      He reached out and she took his hand. There were other moviegoers streaming past them, but Carver stood like a rock in a fast river. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      At first, she looked at her shoes, then deep into his eyes. “I didn’t really wanna watch the movie anyway.” She pulled him off to the side and he pulled her into his arms. He bent forward and tasted her thick lips. His body was on fire and the next thing he knew she was dragging him back to her tent. They stopped to kiss multiple times. Each interlude pushing his lust higher and higher until he thought he’d burst.

      As she pulled back the tent flap, she looked for any roommates. It was empty. In a husky voice full of passion, she said, “We’ve got a few hours till the girls get back.” They collapsed onto her cot and the next few hours were the most memorable of their lives.
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        * * *

      

      The next three weeks were the happiest of Platoon Sergeant Carver’s life. Every morning they woke up early and left their love nest. They couldn’t sleep together in Lilly’s tent, nor on Carver’s cot, so they’d borrowed a hammock and strung it in the jungle far enough away so no one would hear their passionate lovemaking.

      Every morning, before light they’d stumble into their respective sleeping quarters and pretend nothing out of the ordinary was happening. Of course, they weren’t fooling anyone, and there was good-natured ribbing from the other nurses and GIs.

      Carver was still committed to his goal of returning to combat, but his motivation had waned since meeting Lilly. He devoured any war news he could get his hands on. As far as he could tell the allied advance toward Japan moved steadily forward. He hadn’t heard from Sergeant O’Connor, or anyone else from his unit, nor had he heard the Americal Division being mentioned in any stories.

      His leg improved every day. Soon he was able to jog and even run. He felt like a new man.

      A month after becoming romantically involved with Lilly he returned to his bunk and saw Captain Shane waiting for him. Carver braced and saluted. Shane returned the salute. “It’s time for your next evaluation, Sergeant. I’ve been noticing your progress and want to get you back to your unit as quickly as possible.” When Carver didn’t react, Captain Shane said, “I thought you’d be happy. I’m getting you back to your unit early”

      Carver nodded. “Yes sir. I appreciate that very much. It’s just a surprise is all. Kind of getting used to things around here.” He saw Nurse Lilly doing her rounds. She threw a worried glance his way.

      Captain Shane noticed the exchange. He flushed and cleared his throat. “You know relationships between enlisted men and officers are strictly forbidden.”

      Carver tore his eyes away from Nurse Lilly. “Yes sir, of course.”

      Shane leaned in close, “I’ll be back tomorrow morning.” He leered. “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of Lieutenant James.”

      Carver turned beet red and his eyes went to slits. He balled his fists and was about to strike when Lilly appeared beside him and put her hand on his tense shoulder. With steady pressure she pushed him back until he was against his cot. She stood between Captain Shane and the Platoon Sergeant.

      Shane looked surprised at her sudden appearance. “Lieutenant James, I was just reminding the sergeant of the strict penalties for becoming romantically involved with an officer.” He looked her up and down, like he was sizing up a piece of choice meat. “Of course, there’s no regulation between two officers.”

      Lilly could feel Carver’s entire body tensing. With her back still to him, she held him steady, pushing back with her arms. “I’m sure we’re all well aware of the regulations, Captain.” She gave him a slight smile. “I’m sure I’d be happy to discuss your unwanted advances to General Shumacher.”

      It was Shane’s turn to turn beet red. “Why you little whore,” he spit.

      There was no stopping Carver, he lunged past Lilly and tackled Shane to the ground. He ended up straddling the bigger man. He punched him and Captain Shane’s nose spurted blood as it smashed flat against his face. He saw stars and his vision dimmed. Carver was about to land another punch when he was tackled from the side by two GIs.

      Some of the men in the ward hobbled from their cots and blocked the entrance, while the rest clustered around the bleeding Captain Shane. There was a ruckus from the front where guards were trying to force their way past the GIs.

      Lieutenant James knew she had to act fast to save Carver from spending the remainder of the war in Leavenworth Prison. Captain Shane was spluttering and holding his nose. “You’ll pay. You’ll pay, you son-of-a-bitch.”

      Lilly straddled Shane and grabbed his bloody chin, forcing him to look her in the eyes. She leaned close. “You listen to me Captain. Not one of these men will corroborate your story.” She let her words sink in. “Including me. It’ll be your word against every GI in here. You fell and hit your nose. Understand?” She didn’t wait for him to nod. She hesitated for a moment then continued. “You’ll pass Platoon Sergeant Carver for combat duty tomorrow and you’ll never see him again.”

      Captain Shane shook his head, but she leaned in closer. “If you don’t do as I say, I’ll tell the General you tried to rape me.”

      He shook his head. “That’s a lie.” His voice had a distinctive nasal tone.

      “You’re always grabbing nurse’s asses around here. You’re a known pervert. It won’t be a stretch. Even if I can’t prove it, it’ll be enough to end your career.”

      He went silent. She got off his chest and started making a fuss over him as if he’d fallen. The GIs parted and they let the guards through. They went to the captain’s aid.

      Carver was shuffled away and given a towel to wrap his bleeding knuckles.
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        * * *

      

      The next day Platoon Sergeant Carver passed his physical assessment with flying colors. Captain Shane sent a junior officer in his stead. The officer, Lieutenant Smeed wasn’t a doctor, but the test was only a formality. Even if Carver had failed miserably, he’d still be shipped out. As Lt. Smeed said, “He wants you off the books.”

      Lilly wasn’t in attendance either. In fact, Carver hadn’t seen her since the incident the day before. He knew she’d saved him from a certain court-martial. He’d asked the attending nurse where she was but couldn’t get any information out of her. The nurse avoided him and wouldn’t make eye contact when he tried to question her.

      Later that day he went to the hammock where they’d spent so much quality time. He found a note inside. Before opening it, he sniffed it smelling her scent. He couldn’t help smiling. He opened it and read. ‘Meet me at 2000 in my quarters.’ She signed her name and there was a messy lipstick imprint beneath it. He looked around and pressed his lips to the paper. He folded the note and put it in his pants pocket. He shook his head, if the men could see me now, they’d puke.

      At exactly 2000 hours he knocked on the wooden door to her tent. The sun had been down for a half hour, but the last bit of evening glow was still hanging on. The side flaps were down keeping him from seeing inside. When there was no answer he opened the door. “Lilly?”

      There was a soft glow in the center of the room and Lilly sat at a rickety table. The light from the candle danced across her tan face. She smiled when she saw him and waved him forward. He removed his hat and looked around the quarters. She was the only one inside. “Come here and sit down. I’ve found a bottle of wine.”

      He went to the table and reached out his hand. She took it and he stared at her. She looked him in the eye. “What are you staring at, soldier?”

      “The most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.” Without thinking he continued. “My future wife.”

      Her jaw dropped open and for an instant showed pure joy, but then her eyes dropped and she shook her head. “Don’t say that.”

      He felt the room spin and stammered, “What? I had no intention of saying that, it just came out, but now that I’ve said it.” He squeezed her hand. “I feel it’s the most righteous thing I’ve ever said.” He shook his head. “I didn’t plan this, I don’t have a ring.”

      He was about to continue but she interrupted him. “No.” She reached for him, clutching his shoulders. She pulled him into her, wrapped her arms around him. She felt his strong arms tensing. “Doug, I love you. You know I do with all my heart. But we can’t marry. We’re not even supposed to be together. We’d be kicked out of the service. They might even send you to Leavenworth.” He nodded and looked into her hazel eyes. “Once this war’s over, then we’ll marry.”

      She ran her hands through his short-cropped hair. It felt coarse and soft at the same time. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right.”

      They drank the bottle of wine then made love on her cot. They lay beside one another panting. With the flaps down, the tent was like a steam bath. Their sweat mingled and pooled. Lilly leaned up on one elbow and played with the dark hair on his chest. She poked him and looked serious. “You have to live. You just have to get through the next few months. This war’s coming to an end.”

      He looked at the ceiling and let out a long breath. Images of combat flashed through his mind. Faces of men he’d watched die played out like a movie; crystal clear, then fading. “Now I’ve got something to live for,” he said.
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      Sam Santos didn’t have time to mourn the passing of his grandmother and the kidnapping of his sister. He’d been beaten until he fell unconscious, then woke up chained to other prisoners. They were sprawled out around him, trying to sleep. He tried to get his bearings. He was in large room. He thought it might be a gymnasium, but he didn’t recognize it. The chains led to a single metal manacle that dug into his narrow foot. The chain continued through a stout ring screwed into the floor, then connected the rest of the prisoners.

      He sat up and felt his head throb. He closed his eyes, the pain like the worst headache of his life. The sound of the chains clanking sounded like deafening gongs. Someone touched his shoulder and he started and pulled away in fear, but the chains held him in place. “Sit easy, boy. Rest or you’ll be too tired to work.”

      Sam opened his eyes to slits and peered at the small man beside him. He didn’t recognize him. “Where am I? What is happening?” The sound of his own voice sounded unfamiliar. He tried to clear his throat but even that hurt.

      “You’re on a work crew for the Japanese. They threw you in here two hours ago. You’ve been unconscious.”

      Sam closed his eyes. The scene of his grandmother’s head smashing to the ground while it pumped out streams of blood filled his mind, and he retched. Nothing came up, but the man shied away and shushed him. “You’ll attract the guards. Quiet.”

      Sam looked where he was pointing and saw an armed Japanese soldier standing at the doorway. He was looking away. Sam whispered, “What work?”

      The man laid down on the filthy floor and muttered, “You’ll find out soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      What seemed like only minutes later, there was a harsh barking voice and the heavy shaking of chains. Sam opened his crusted over eyelids. His cheeks were swollen, making it seem he was viewing things from the inside of a cave. The man next to him sat up and shook his shoulder. “Time for work.”

      There were four shouting Japanese soldiers in the room. They kicked at nearby Filipinos and unlocked the chains from the floor. The Filipino nudged Sam and said, “Hold your foot like this, quickly.” Sam was slow to respond.

      The chain started moving through the ring on his ankle; being pulled by the farthest soldier. The sound of metal running across metal, filled the room and Sam thought his aching head would explode. The end of the chain whipped through the line. Sam realized too late why the Filipino held his foot the way he did, when the end came through the ring on his ankle. His foot was tucked near his butt and the end of the chain whipped his backside, sending a shock through his entire body. He yelped as he felt the skin break.

      The prisoner beside him shook his head. “You need to listen if you wish to survive.”

      The pain in his flank shook the grogginess from his mind. He touched the area and felt the stickiness of fresh blood. He nodded to the man. “My name’s Sam Santos.”

      The man nodded. “Felipe. Don’t talk unless you’re sure they can’t hear you,” he whispered. “Keep your head down and do as they say.”

      Sam nodded. The nearest Japanese soldier yelled something and Felipe and the rest of the men got to their feet. Sam staggered as he stood. He felt dizzy and thought he might pass out but concentrated and steadied himself. More shouting and the prisoners shuffled into a single-file line. Sam stayed behind Felipe.

      Another order and they shuffled out the door. The heavy manacle on his ankle bit into his skin with every step. He looked at Felipe’s ankle and saw discolored scarring and heavy callous. He realized how much pain he’d need to endure before his own body built up the callous.

      It was still dark outside, but the growing light to the east told Sam they were heading north. They were near the outskirts of Cebu City. He knew the city well and recognized the area they shuffled through. They were headed out of the city.

      Soon they were on a well-worn path in the jungle. Sam figured they’d walked a quarter mile before the column stopped and more harsh Japanese orders were shouted. Sam followed close behind Felipe.

      The sun was peaking over the horizon, lighting the day. Sam saw a large area of cleared out jungle. At first it looked as though it was being cleared for agriculture, but upon closer inspection he noticed low structures built into the ground. They were made of fresh concrete and had firing slits. He knew he was looking at bunkers.

      The line moved steadily forward until Sam was at the front. A young Japanese soldier handed him a shovel. Sam gripped it and he had a brief urge to swing it at the soldier’s head. It passed quickly when he realized he could barely lift it in his weakened state. The soldier pushed Sam along muttering something he couldn’t understand.

      Felipe looked back and motioned him to follow. Sam followed.
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        * * *

      

      Every day was the same. Up before the dawn, walk to the worksite, backbreaking work, measly lunch of weevil filled rice, then back to work, then shuffled back to the barracks for another nearly inedible and inadequate meal.

      Two weeks passed and it seemed to Sam that he’d never done anything else in his life. He realized quickly the Japanese didn’t care if their workforce lived or died. The amount of work required far more calories than they were given. The results were weaker workers. The weaker a worker became, the less able to keep up and more likely they were to be beaten. The more they were beaten the quicker they died.

      Sam understood the only way to survive was to maintain the workload. The only way to do so was to do as little as possible without drawing unwanted attention and finding more calories. He was resourceful. His grandmother had always told him there was plenty of food in the jungle if you knew what you were looking for. She’d taught him to forage for roots and bugs from an early age. He’d never eaten the bugs she pointed out, but he remembered which ones were safe and more importantly, which ones were poison.

      When they stopped working for the midday meal, he always sat near a rotten log, or moist section of dirt. He’d peel bark, or dig and eat the beetles, bugs and worms he uncovered. At first Felipe watched him in disgust, but when he realized Sam wasn’t dying as quickly as the rest of them, he joined in.

      Sam’s ankle was calloused and scarred just like Felipe’s now. His body was in constant pain from the never-ending work and malnutrition, but he was young and becoming more adjusted to the day to day rigors. It allowed him to focus on his hatred.

      He thought about the day the Japanese came and destroyed his family. He wondered if his sweet Yelina was alive, and if so, would she rather be dead. He also remembered Berto’s role. His own brother had betrayed him to the Japanese. He doubted Berto thought his family would be treated in such a way, but he’d been the one that caused it. Sam dreamed of the day he took his revenge. It kept him moving forward. Kept him alive.

      He started thinking of ways he could fight the Japanese. The bunker system he slaved over was expansive. There were interlocking tunnels. There were underground rooms filled with ammunition and food. The Japanese obviously thought they couldn’t hold the city once the allies attacked and were preparing a fallback position.

      One night after a particularly hard day of digging, Sam leaned over to Felipe and whispered. “You awake?” Felipe grunted and opened his eyes to slits. Sam was inches away. He carefully unfolded a piece of scrap paper he’d stolen off the top of an ammo crate. He’d scrawled a crude drawing of the bunker system using a whittled piece of charcoal from the cooking fire.

      He showed it to Felipe. In the dim light of the moon shining through the holes in the thatch roof, it was barely visible. “I’ve been making this for a couple of days,” he whispered. Felipe didn’t react but stared at the drawing. “Keep your eyes open and add any information you think is missing.”

      Felipe shook his head and whispered back. “They will find that and you’ll be tortured and killed. Get rid of it.”

      Sam shook his head. “I’ll give it to the allies when they come. It’ll help them destroy the Japs.”

      “You’re dreaming. You think they’ll let us live? When the allies come they’ll dispose of us.”

      Sam hadn’t thought of that. “What? Why?”

      Felipe pointed at the map. “That’s why, idiot. We know about the bunker. We built the cursed thing.”

      Sam folded it up and shoved it back into the fold of his shirt. He laid back and wracked his brain for a way to escape and get the plans to the allies. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He whispered to Felipe. “I’ve gotta get outta here.”

      “You’re crazy and you’ll get yourself and probably others killed.”

      Sam shrugged, “If they’re going to kill us anyway, why not die trying to escape? I’d rather die fighting than kneeling.”

      “Go to sleep and put it out of your mind.”

      Sam shook his head. “I’ll find a way out of here. I’ll use my shovel, kill that scrawny guard, take his rifle and run. They won’t follow an armed man without caution. I know the jungle, I can lose them easily.”

      Felipe leaned close and Sam could feel the anger in his voice. “You’ll ruin everything, you idiot.”

      Sam pulled away. “What do you mean? What are you talking about?”

      “I’ll show you tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Sam followed Felipe out of the barracks and into the bunker complex just like every other day. Sam watched his friend, waiting for some hint at what he’d talked about the night before.  Felipe didn’t let on until the midday meal. As they put down their shovels, picks and hoes, Felipe gestured for Sam to follow.

      Felipe got into line for a ration of rice, Sam right behind him. Felipe whispered, “The water girl. Stay close to me.”

      Sam looked down the line of haggard workers and saw the small frame of a woman scooping out water from a large wooden barrel. He’d never paid any attention to her before, but now he scrutinized her and realized she was younger than he assumed. She kept her face down and moved slowly, but efficiently, careful not to spill. There was a bored looking Japanese soldier nearby watching the workers.

      When it was Felipe’s turn, he held out his cup and said, “Greetings. A fine day today.”

      The woman hesitated for a fraction of an instant and filled his cup. “All the days are pleasant.”

      Felipe nodded his thanks. “The boy behind me is thirsty.”

      He moved away and Sam took his place. He held his cup out and stared at the top of the woman’s head. She looked up and their eyes met. He recognized her immediately and was about to speak but she did first. “We will quench your thirst.” She poured a ladle full into his cup, but dropped the ladle. She crouched to pick it up at the same time he did. They lingered for an instant and her eyes bore into his. “Be ready, the hour is close. Do exactly as Felipe says and you’ll have your revenge.”

      They stood together and she thanked him for helping her with the ladle. The Japanese soldier barely noticed. Sam nodded and sat down next to Felipe. As he scooped the rice into his mouth and drank the water, he leaned toward Felipe. “That’s my old school teacher. Mrs. Cruz.”

      Felipe nodded but didn’t look at him. “Yes, before the war she was a teacher. Now she’s the leader of the resistance. We call her Major Cruz, now. She’s second only to Colonel Cushing.”

      Sam nearly choked. “Major? She’s a woman and so small.”

      Felipe grinned. “Once you see her fight, you will not think her so small. Ferocious is the only word.”

      “How can she lead when she’s here?”

      “She’s not on the work detail. She comes from the city. Informs us of developments, and we pass off anything we’ve learned.”

      “We?” Sam looked around at the pathetic assortment of humanity. “There’s more like you?”

      Felipe nodded. “Many. Most of the young men and some of the old. You’re late to the game. Don’t talk to anyone, some will give us up. The allies are off the coast. Any day they will attack. That is when we will strike.”

      “How will I know?”

      “Stay close to me. You’ll know.”
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        * * *

      

      Three days passed before Major Cruz spoke to Felipe again. Sam didn’t catch her words but he noticed Felipe tense. Sam held out his cup and she filled it without a word. He lingered, hoping for something. She tilted her head up and gave him a quick smile. He saw her eyes twinkle. She was excited.

      He sat next to Felipe. Sam noticed Felipe’s hand shaking as he brought the cup to his lips and drank. Sam started to speak, but Felipe shook his head. He was staring at a man sitting in the dirt across from him. The dirty Filipino caught his stare and Sam saw Felipe flash him a quick hand signal. The worker’s eyes lit up momentarily, but he went back to his meal. Seconds passed before Sam saw the man nudge the prisoner next to him. He flashed the same hand signal. He watched as each prisoner passed the signal. His heart swelled as he realized most of the work crew was part of the resistance. He’d been trying to survive day to day, while all along he’d had friends all around him.

      Felipe was also watching. When the signal had traversed the entire group, Sam spoke. “What happens now?”

      Felipe looked annoyed. “It’ll happen in the barracks. As we enter tonight.”

      Sam felt the heat of adrenalin rush through his body. He wanted to ask so many questions, but knew Felipe was done talking.

      The bunkers they’d been slaving over were nearly complete. Sam spent the rest of the day thinking how it would happen. They wouldn’t have their tools, they always left them at the site. He wondered how they would fight armed soldiers with only their hands. He hoped there was a plan. He didn’t relish the thought of charging headlong into machine gun fire.

      The work day finally ended. Sam could feel a barely contained energy in the group. The normally sullen and beaten-down prisoners were more alert. They seemed to step a little lighter. He hoped the Japanese didn’t notice.

      He glanced at the nearest guard. The soldier had his long Arisaka rifle slung over his shoulder and he looked bored. The officer in charge walked at the front of the column. He looked crisp and efficient even though his shirt was soaked with sweat. He looked like an aristocrat among the bedraggled prisoners. Sam had seen him use the samurai sword which hung from his belt, to deadly effect. If a prisoner was too weak to work or was injured, the officer took great pleasure in dispatching them with a quick stroke. Sam pictured himself killing him, choking the life out of him.

      As the column approached the barracks, a soldier with stripes on his shoulder jogged up to the officer’s side and saluted. There was a quick exchange and the sergeant pointed toward the sea. The officer nodded and gazed in the direction, but the city buildings blocked the view. He spoke to the nearest guard who bowed and started yelling at the prisoners. He motioned and pushed them to hurry.

      Sam tensed as he entered the barracks. His eyes darted around the familiar space looking for some clue as to how they would fight, but the space looked the same. He could see nothing different. He took a deep breath, readying himself for his death.

      He followed Felipe, who acted as though nothing was about to happen. He stopped at his normal spot and the Japanese soldiers hustled to ready the chains. Sam thought, surely we’ll strike before we’re chained.

      He wanted to ask Felipe, but knew he needed to keep quiet and follow along. The guard was about to string the chain through the first prisoner when a single shot rang out nearby. It was immediately followed by more until it was rippling all around the building. The soldiers in the room unslung their rifles and looked around like cornered rats. They backed away from the prisoners with their rifles leveled. There was shouting and more firing outside.

      The soldier nearest the door turned as a bullet ricocheted off the metal wall. The nearest prisoner took the opportunity and leaped like a tiger. He tackled the soldier from behind and the soldier screamed in surprise. In an instant the rest of the prisoners were up and attacking. There were four guards inside. One swung his rifle and fired into the charging group. The sound of a bullet thunking into flesh was drowned out by the rising yell of men fighting back.

      Felipe ran for the door and Sam followed. The guards were down with a mass of angry prisoners on top, tearing them apart. The gunfire outside continued. The awful sound of a machine gun opening fire nearby made Sam crouch, but he kept running behind Felipe. When they got to the door, a rifle was thrust into Felipe’s hand. He checked the weapon like he’d done it before and crouched beside the open doorway.

      It was sunset, the day darkening quickly. Felipe moved to the opening and brought the rifle to his shoulder.  He fired and the sharp crack made Sam flinch. Felipe chambered another round in a blink of an eye and fired again and again until the clip was expended. The machine gun stopped firing. Felipe stood and motioned the rest of the prisoners forward. Sam noticed the men nearest were brandishing the other three rifles. Their eyes sparkled with excitement. Felipe said, “Move out, I see the major.”

      Sam stayed crouched but followed Felipe out the door. The rest of the prisoners filed out and spread out. Sam noticed the machine gun that normally covered the road to the barracks was pointing straight up. The crew was sprawled in various death poses, fresh blood seeping from multiple wounds.

      From the city he saw shabbily dressed Filipinos armed with multiple types of rifles and sub-machine guns streaming toward them. Leading the charge was a small figure wielding a stubby burp gun. Sam realized it was the woman from the water-line. She crouched, aimed and fired off a short burst. Sam saw her target, a fleeing soldier, throw up his hands and fall face first into a rock pile.

      Felipe called out and the woman motioned her fighters to continue forward. She veered toward the group of prisoners. Felipe pulled up short and snapped off a quick salute. “Major Cruz, it worked perfectly. Just as you said it would.”

      She nodded and gave a quick smile. Sam was mesmerized by the woman who’d taught him English. He’d never thought of her as more than a diminutive school teacher, but now he saw her in a brand-new light. She was beautiful and deadly. She noticed Sam staring. “Good to see you, Sam.” She pointed behind her. “The weapons are forty meters that way. Gather weapons and ammo and join the fight.” There was firing all around them, mostly from Filipinos. “The enemy are running, but they’ll regroup. We must push them out of the city.” Felipe nodded and she gripped his shoulder and pushed. “Go.”

      Felipe nodded and waved the prisoners to follow. Sam watched Major Cruz trot to catch up to her troops. She moved like a graceful tiger. He cringed when a bullet whizzed over his head. He crouched and followed the group. The light of day was gone, but the area was dimly lit by fires from burning Japanese vehicles. He jogged past a fiercely burning jeep with a charred soldier still gripping the steering wheel. He could smell burnt flesh and it turned his stomach.

      They approached a two-story building. There was a Filipino standing beside the doorway motioning them. Felipe ran to him and they embraced. Sam was behind him. The man said, “It’s good to see you my old friend. There’s no time to waste.” He pointed inside the lit room. “You’ll find what you need inside.”

      Felipe gripped his shoulder and nodded. He entered the room with Sam close behind. His eyes lit up when he saw the room was filled with an arsenal of weapons. They were propped along the far wall and arranged in order. The left side was rifles. There was everything from Springfields to shiny new M1 Carbines. The next bunch was small sub-machine guns, including Tommy guns, which Sam recognized from watching American gangster movies. The heavier BARs were the final weapon.

      There were three Filipino fighters inside handing them out. Felipe stepped forward and took a Thompson. He hefted it and smiled. He checked the action, then scooped up a magazine, checked it and slid it in. He pulled the priming handle and put the stock to his shoulder and looked down the sights. Satisfied, he slung it over his shoulder and scooped up a satchel filled with more magazines. He slung that over his other shoulder.

      Sam stared at the arsenal. The other prisoners were grabbing weapons like they knew what they were doing. They were disappearing quickly. Felipe noticed his inaction and reached for an M1 Carbine. He stepped forward and handed the light weapon to Sam. “Listen carefully. This is the safety. When it’s on,” he pushed it and it went from black to red, “it’s ready to fire. When it’s black,” he pushed it the opposite way, “it’s on safety and won’t fire. Keep the safety on until you’re ready to fire. You don’t want to shoot someone in the back on accident while your running down the street. Got it?” Sam nodded. He picked up a magazine and held it up. “This is your ammo. You’ve got twenty rounds. Put it in like this.” He pushed it into the bottom of the weapon and it clicked into place. “Then you pull this back.” He turned the weapon so Sam could see the top. “That’s the breech. See how the bullet is propped there? It’ll slide in and be ready to fire when you release this.” He released the handle and it snapped into place. He handed the loaded M1 to Sam. “Safety off, aim and shoot. Got it?”

      Sam swallowed and nodded. He held the weapon. It was light but felt good in his hands. He looked at the stack of Thompsons. Felipe shook his head. “You’re not ready for one of those. They’ve got more punching power, but you won’t be able to hit anything until you’ve practiced with it.” He pointed to the M1. “You’ll be better off with this.” Sam nodded and took the offered satchel of spare magazines.

      The lesson over, Felipe looked around the room. The prisoners were all armed. Their emaciated bodies looked small holding the deadly weapons, but their eyes burned with ferocious light. Felipe yelled, “let’s go!”

      They streamed out of the building and into the night. Sam’s eyes darted around, wondering what to do. What would he do if he saw a Japanese soldier? He thought of his grandmother and his sister and knew exactly what he’d do. The thought passed, what if I see Berto? The answer wasn’t as clear. Perhaps he was already dead. He hoped so.

      They jogged back the way they’d come. There was firing everywhere. Small firefights starting with intense, constant fire and occasional explosions, and ending with sporadic shots. Sam didn’t know what it meant. He only knew he wanted to fight.

      The group of prisoners came up behind a line of Filipinos stacked up along the side of a house with their backs against the wall. The roof was smoldering and was putting off a lot of smoke. Felipe crouched near the corner and addressed the Filipino at the corner. “What’s going on?”

      The fighter gestured with his head. “There’s a machine gun in the middle of the road. We need to get behind them.”

      Felipe nodded and licked his lips. “We’ll move through the houses. I know this neighborhood. You keep them occupied.”

      The fighter nodded. “They know we’re here.” As if to punctuate his words the machine gun fired and tracer bullets streaked down the street and tore up the walls and road. The sound terrified Sam. It sounded like a ripsaw.

      Felipe moved to the center of the block and kicked in a door. Sam was beside him. He was pushed to the side as three fighters moved into the house with their weapons ready. There was no firing. Sam followed Felipe inside. The building seemed to be abandoned. They moved through it quickly and found the back door. Felipe said. “There’s an alley. I’ll lead.” He opened the door and poked his head out. “It’s clear.” He hustled out the door and the others followed. Sam was the fourth man out.

      The fighters moved to another alley which went off at a ninety-degree angle. It would take them the direction they wanted to go. Shooting erupted from the street, quickly answered by the Japanese machine gun nest. The other fighters were keeping them occupied.

      Felipe crouched at the corner of the alley and peered around the corner. It was dark. He couldn’t see any Japanese, but there was so much debris littering the area, he wouldn’t be able to distinguish soldiers using it for cover. He looked at the low rooftops. It looked clear. He motioned men forward. “Use the cover.”

      The fighters moved into the alley. Sam was near the front. As he rounded the corner his eyes darted in every direction, looking for danger. There were too many hiding spots. If the Japanese were there he wouldn’t know it until it was too late.

      He ran in a crouch keeping his eyes looking down the alley. He saw a pile of debris off to his right and he angled for it. There was a sudden flash from the end of the alley. He flinched as a bullet smacked into the man in front of him. He stood paralyzed as the man stumbled and fell. More flashes, and bullets were snapping past his ear like angry hornets. The sound of gunfire in the tight alley added to the chaos. He heard Felipe yell, “get down!”

      His voice cut through Sam’s fear and he leaped for the debris pile. The pile was closer than he’d thought and he slammed into the wall it was stacked against. His face ground into the wall and pain lanced through him. He curled into a ball as bullets smacked into the walls and ricocheted off the pile. He whimpered and held his weapon tight to his body, as if it could offer him deliverance.

      There were flashes from the alley he’d just left. The fighters were returning fire. It was quickly answered by more fire from the Japanese. He heard Felipe yelling. “Return fire, return fire!” He didn’t know if he was talking to him or not, but he had to do something. He took a deep breath and knew he was about to die. He forced his body into action. He had to help his friends. He did a mental countdown, one, two, three. He stood and aimed the carbine down the alley. He pulled the trigger but nothing happened. He pulled harder, still nothing. The realization hit him as bullets thunked into the debris, the safety.

      He pushed the button and pulled the trigger. The M1 fired as quickly as he pulled the trigger. He kept firing until he felt something bite him in the cheek. The pain seared through him and he dropped to the ground clutching his cheek. His hand came away sticky and wet.

      He thought he was dying. He could feel blood flowing down his neck. Something crashed into the space beside him and he grasped for the carbine. He felt a hand on his shoulder. “Are you hit?” It was the familiar voice of Felipe. Sam nodded, afraid to test if his mouth still worked. “Answer me.”

      Sam muttered, “Yes.” When he knew his jaw still worked he raised his voice, “In the face, I think.”

      There was a flurry of firing as Filipinos raced past the debris pile and fired down the alley. The volume of fire forced the Japanese to take cover and the Filipinos advanced steadily. Sam tried to get up and join them, but Felipe pushed him down and in the dim light, inspected his face. It only took a couple seconds before he said, “You’re fine. The bullet grazed your cheek. It’s bleeding a lot, but you’re fine.” He yelled, “Juan, bandage.”

      Another fighter slid in beside them and reached into a satchel hanging around his neck. He pulled out a strip of cloth. Felipe squeezed Sam’s shoulder. “He’ll take care of you. Then get back in the fight. We’re going to need everyone tonight.” Sam nodded and Felipe stood and ran down the alley toward the fighting.

      Juan handed Sam the bandage. “Hold this tight against your wound until the bleeding stops. I can’t secure it for you.” Sam took the bandage and pushed it against his cheek. It sent pain through his jaw but he forced himself not to show weakness. He felt his body start to shake. Juan looked him in the eye. “You okay?”

      Sam felt shame at his weakness. He nodded. “Fine.” Juan nodded back and unslung his carbine. He stood and darted away after Felipe. Sam noticed the firing had stopped. Keeping the cloth pressed to his cheek he stood and looked down the alley. He could see running shapes. He gritted his teeth, put the bloody cloth into his ammo pouch and on shaky legs, followed.

      He ran past a body sprawled in the center of the alley. It was one of the men from his work detail. The man’s back glistened with fresh blood. The sight made his wound seem trivial and he increased his speed.

      At the end of the alley, Sam stopped. He was the last fighter. There were more bodies in the alley, but they were Japanese soldiers. The nearest body was only feet away. The fighters were stacked against each wall, peering around the corners. Sam couldn’t tear his eyes away from the dead Japanese soldier’s eyes. They were glazed over, unseeing, but it seemed to Sam they were looking into his soul.

      The ripping sound of a nearby machine gun brought him out of his trance. The walls of the buildings in front lit up with the muzzle flash. Sam realized they were close to the gun. He went to the center of the alley and moved past the line of fighters. He got to the corner and saw Felipe. He crouched beside him. Felipe grinned and pointed to the right. When the machine gun stopped he said, “They’re set up in the intersection. We’ll come around the corner and kill them.” He looked at the men. “Check your ammo.” Sam looked at his weapon. His face flushed as he realized he had no idea how to change the magazine. Felipe said, “Ready?”

      There were nods and grunts throughout the group. Sam was too embarrassed to admit he wasn’t ready and gave a quick nod. How many shots did I fire? He thought he must be close to running out. Felipe stood. “We’ll attack the next time they fire.” There were nods up and down the line.

      They didn’t have long to wait. The machine gun crew opened up, the walls lit up with muzzle flashes. The fighters rushed around the corner. Sam was beside Felipe. When he entered the street, he could see the sandbags protecting the machine gun crew. The crew didn’t notice the horde of fighters rushing from the side, but Sam saw movement to the left. It was a Japanese soldier bringing his rifle to his shoulder. Sam crouched, aimed, pushed the safety off and pulled the trigger. He pulled the trigger repeatedly and watched the soldier lurch and twitch as his bullets found their mark. As the soldier crumpled and fell, Sam continued pulling the trigger but the Carbine had stopped firing. The rush of killing the soldier quickly vanished as he realized he didn’t know how to reload.

      The rest of the fighters were upon the machine gun crew. Sam watched as the Japanese soldiers were shredded with concentrated fire. Sam trotted up to the soldier he’d killed. He looked young. The expanding pool of blood threatened to flow over his sandals and he stepped back. I killed a man. Sam took stock of his feelings. He felt satisfaction. He’d done something to avenge his Lola and his sister, Yelina.

      The former prisoners were hooting and celebrating their victory. Sam watched as they dismantled the machine gun from the mount and hefted it away. The rest of the fighters from up the street joined their group. Sam trotted up to the group but didn’t join in the celebration. Surely there was much more fighting ahead. The entire city was full of Japanese. He wanted to kill more, but first he had to figure out how to reload. He saw Juan standing nearby. He went to him.

      Juan saw him and grinned, “Good shooting back there.”

      Sam couldn’t help smiling back. He held out his carbine and whispered, “I don’t know how to reload.”

      Juan’s grin turned to a full smile. He took the weapon and gave him a quick lesson. When he was sure Sam knew how to eject and reload, he marveled, “It takes a brave man to enter a fight without knowing if he has any ammo in his rifle.”
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        * * *

      

      After taking out the machine gun nest, the group of fighters held their ground. The Japanese soldiers had been plundered of anything useful. The machine gun was set up and pointed down the street in the other direction. Sam was antsy to keep attacking. He wanted to kill more Japanese. He saw Felipe talking with a small group of Filipinos. Felipe nodded and the men ran back up the street, the way they’d come.

      Felipe addressed the remaining fighters. “The Japanese are in full retreat. Major Cruz wants us to form up with her and the rest of the resistance at the city center.” The fighters manning the machine gun stood and started dismantling it. Sam and the others moved along the dark streets. As they passed, windows and doors were flung open as the residents of Cebu City realized their day of liberation was upon them.

      Sam found himself near the front of the pack. He was trotting, watching the doorways and windows for Japanese. He came to an intersection and slowed. He went to the corner and peaked around. He saw scurrying movement on the right side. He squinted, but in the dim light couldn’t tell if he was seeing friend or foe. The answer came with a muzzle flash and a zinging bullet.

      He pulled back. There was another shot and the wooden wall beside his head shredded with a bullet impact. He crouched and pressed his back against the wall. He took a deep breath and was about to lunge around the corner when he heard a commotion. The closest fighter put his hand on his shoulder and held up a hand for him to wait. Sam nodded. There was yelling coming from down the alley. At first Sam thought it was Japanese, what he expected to hear, but then realized it was in his own language.

      The fighter beside him smiled and slapped his shoulder. “It’s been taken care of.” Sam went around the corner with his M1 leading and saw a group of Filipinos huddled around a dark form. Sam trotted the twenty yards and was met with excited back slaps. At the feet of the group, a Japanese soldier was crumpled. An expanding pool of blood spread from his back. He was bleeding from multiple wounds. The Filipinos held up their bloody knives. Sam could see their teeth gleaming in the low light.

      Felipe was beside him. He grinned and slapped Sam’s back. “Our people are taking their revenge tonight.”
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      Platoon Sergeant Carver sat on a bunk below decks of a troop transport ship playing cards with Sergeant O’Connor and other men of Able Company. Most of the 164th Regiment occupied the cramped ship. He’d been back a week. His leg felt good, although he still had a slight limp.

      Sergeant O’Connor threw down his five cards. “Four of a kind.” Moans all around as GIs flopped down their hands in disgust. Carver held his close to his chest. O’Connor said, “Well? What you got?”

      Carver grinned and laid his cards down. “Straight flush.”

      O’Connor’s jaw dropped. “Best hand I’ve had all night and you pull that shit? It’s like you’ve got a damned horseshoe shoved up your ass.” As Carver shrugged and scooped up the dollar bills, O’Connor asked. “Your gal teach you to play or something?”

      Carver leveled his eyes at O’Connor. “What gal? What’re you talking about?”

      O’Connor stood and grinned. “It’s pretty damned obvious, Platoon Sergeant. You haven’t said anything, but since you’ve returned, you’re always getting that far-away look, like your lusting after your school teacher or something.”

      Carver looked at the other sergeants and corporals who looked down at their boots like they were the most interesting things in the world.

      He put his arm around O’Connor and pulled him away from the others. When they were alone he separated and said, “Don’t bring that shit up in front of the men again, Sergeant. We’re invading that Jap island any day now. They don’t need shit like that distracting them.”

      O’Connor’s eyes narrowed. Carver felt a chill as he looked into the eyes of a killer. O’Connor said. “That’s exactly why I brought it up. We’ve been through a lot together. You outrank me, always have, but I’m addressing you as a friend.” He paused and Carver gave him a slight nod. O’Connor continued. “Your head’s in the clouds. The men need you here, leading them. Not thinking about some dame you’ve been…” he paused when he saw Carver’s eyes turn icy. “You’ve met.” He shook his head. “I don’t want you getting whacked cause you can’t focus.”

      Carver took a step back. He looked at O’Connor and tilted his head. “That obvious, huh?”

      O’Connor nodded, “May as well be wearing a sign:” he framed his hands as if designing a marquee, “Pussy-whipped.”

      The corners of Carver’s mouth turned down, but he saw O’Connor grinning. Carver rubbed his chin then looked his friend in the eyes again. “Her name’s Lilly. She’s an officer nurse and I love her more’n words can say.”

      O’Connor shook his head once. “Officer? That’s dangerous ground.” Carver nodded and O’Connor laughed. “Always wanted to fuck an officer, but not quite in that way.” He put up his hands when he saw Carver ball his fists. “Whoa, just kidding.”

      Carver said, “She’s special. I’m gonna try to lock her away though. You’re right, I’ve gotta come back to ground level.” He reached out his hand and said, “Tell you what. I’ll keep that side of my life hidden and locked down as long as you never utter her name in the same breath with the word ‘fuck’ again.”

      O’Connor grinned and gripped Carver’s hand. “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      March 26th 1945
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        * * *

      

      The navy woke the men early with cruisers and destroyers shelling the coast of Cebu Island. Elements of the 164th Regiment alongside the 182nd, offloaded to LCPVs and motored towards Talisay Point. The air smelled of burnt gunpowder and thousands of unwashed men.

      Platoon Sergeant Carver and Sergeant O’Connor were on separate LCPVs for the short ride to Talisay Beach. They were the leading elements of the regiment. Carver was near the front, staring at the back of the man in front of him. He looked up at the bright sky. He glanced at his watch, eight A.M. He shook his head.

      The man next to him barked, “What’s the matter Platoon Sergeant? Got you up too early?”

      Carver looked at Lieutenant Swan and shook his head. “No sir. Just don’t like assaulting a beach after the Japs have had breakfast.”

      Swan laughed and slapped Carver’s back. “Don’t worry sarge. The Filipino resistance assured us we’re not facing an organized group of Japs. They said most of the veteran combat troops were moved weeks ago to defend Manila.”

      Carver nodded. “Yes sir. I got that word, but any Jap with a rifle can kill you just as dead, even if he’s some malnourished private.”

      Lieutenant Swan turned serious and nodded. “We’ll hit the beach running. I’m sure they’ll have some surprises for us, they always do.”

      Carver nodded and thought about the changes he’d seen in Lt. Swan. When they’d invaded Bougainville Island months before, he’d been a brand new, green as grass, second lieutenant. He’d joined the regiment after Guadalcanal and trained with them for eight months on the island paradise of Fiji. He was solid in tactics, he just didn’t have much of a backbone.

      On the hell of Bougainville, he’d done his job, putting up a formidable defense of the hills around the landing zones and airfields. Carver didn’t think he had the hard constitution to survive combat, but the lieutenant had proved him wrong at every turn.

      Swan was tall and gawky, but he’d lost the awkward shyness. He’d survived where many others had fallen. That was enough to earn him a promotion and respect. He was leading 2nd platoon of Able Company with his two sergeants, Carver and O’Connor.

      A sailor yelled, “Two minutes!” His shipmate pulled himself into the steel ring of the .50 caliber mounted machine gun and racked a round. Only his helmet and the slit of his eyes were visible above the metal. He moved the muzzle side to side.

      Carver stood on his toes and extended his chin. He could just see over the edge. The beach was close. Except for the smoking craters and shredded palm tree leaves, it looked idyllic. He searched the tree-line for signs of the enemy but didn’t see any bunkers or muzzle flashes. Maybe the landing would be unopposed.

      “One minute!”

      The heavy thumping of a .50 caliber machine gun opened up from the LCPV beside them. Carver flinched when the gunner beside him joined. The sailor was sending out short bursts. Carver could see the tracers lancing into the jungle, but there was no return fire. They were seconds from the beach. Lieutenant Swan yelled to the men. “Remember our objective is to push into the tree-line and set up a perimeter while the armor lands.” The helmeted heads nodded.

      Carver felt the LCPV lurch as it hit shallow water. The ramp dropped and slammed into the clear water. “Go!” He yelled. The men charged off the boat and sprinted up the beach. Carver had his Thompson ready as he ran in the white sand. He scanned for targets, thinking any second he’d hear the chattering of a Nambu machine gun. He made it to the tree-line without firing a shot.

      He leaped for the cover of a downed palm tree. Men were stacking up along the length of the beach. A nearby explosion made him cover his head. Bits of debris and sand rained down on him. He looked down the beach and saw the fresh, smoking crater. Beside it two GIs were down. Carver heard someone yell, “Mines.”

      He watched a medic dart from cover and slide in beside the casualties. He quickly assessed the first then moved to the second. He shook his head and ran back to cover. He heard Lt. Swan. “Move up, push forward.”

      Carver peeked over the palm and got to his knees. The GIs around him got to their feet and took the first tentative steps into the jungle. Gunfire erupted off to the right and he dove behind another palm tree. There was return fire. He waved the men forward. The brief firefight ended and the entire company moved forward.

      There was a road leading into the jungle off to Carver’s left. It was well used and led directly to the Pailua airfield two miles ahead, then into Cebu City, three miles after that. It was the obvious route for the armor to take, which is why Carver avoided it. Command assumed it was heavily mined. The minesweepers would be coming in with the armor. He called to the nearest GIs, “Stay off the road.” They nodded and moved forward.

      Gunfire erupted to the front and the familiar snapping of bullets passing close made Carver and the GIs dive for cover. Carver looked to his right and saw Lt. Swan cowering behind a thick palm. Carver peaked his head around his own palm and saw the winking of a muzzle flash. He pointed his Thompson and squeezed off a short three round burst, then pulled back. The GIs followed suit, popping from cover and firing. The Japanese fire dissipated. He yelled to Lt. Swan. “Light resistance, sir.”

      Swan nodded and had a look for himself. He aimed and fired his M1 Carbine in quick succession, sending his bullets into likely hiding spots. He pulled back and yelled. “First Squad move up. Second squad, covering fire.”

      Carver yelled, “You heard the man. First squad on me.” He stood and waited for the increased fire from second squad, then moved quickly around the palm and into the open. He jogged forward to the next bit of cover and went to one knee. He had his Thompson at his shoulder, looking for targets. When the GI behind him, passed on his right, he kept scanning. There was movement. He put the muzzle on the spot and fired off another short burst. The bushes shook and splintered and the shape disappeared. He followed the GI.

      There was a sudden increase in fire and Carver saw the lead elements of first squad pouring rounds into a stack of cut logs. They moved around the structure and the firing stopped. Carver trotted to it, his Thompson at the ready, but the tangle of bleeding bodies told him the work had already been done. He yelled to the rest of the platoon. “Clear. Move up.”

      The rest of the GIs caught up and moved beyond, watching for more enemy. Lieutenant Swan trotted up and crouched beside Carver. “The heavy weapons company is coming off the boats now. They’ve got the four-inch mortars. We’ll wait until they’re set up then move forward.”

      Carver nodded. “So far it’s light resistance. Hope they hurry, don’t wanna lose the advantage. It’s like they didn’t expect us or something.”

      Lieutenant Swan nodded. “Looks like the feint at Leyte worked. That’s where they were expecting us.”

      Carver grabbed the shoulder of a nearby private. He pointed to the right. “Run over there and tell Sergeant O’Connor to hold up for a while.” The private took off, zigzagging through the sparse jungle. There was a single rifle shot and the private dove to the ground. Carver yelled, “Sniper. Fire up the tree tops.”

      There was an immediate hail of bullets shredding the nearby palms. Carver saw the medic, Private First-Class Haley dart from cover and slide next to the messenger. Carver watched as he worked and was relieved when they both got to their feet and sprinted towards the second squad’s position.

      The firing died down and he heard someone yell, “I got the bastard.” Carver leaned from cover and saw the dangling form of a Japanese soldier. He hung upside down from the rope he had tethered around his ankle. He swayed and slammed into the tree trunk, leaving a smear of blood.

      After a few tense minutes, the radioman, Private Hanks reached forward and handed Lt. Swan the handset. He spoke then listened and nodded. He pulled out his folded map and relayed their position. He signed off, stuffed the map back into his tunic and addressed Carver. “Mortars are in place. Move up.”

      Carver was relieved. He stood and motioned for the platoon to move. The GIs moved between points of cover for a couple hundred yards. There was sporadic firing from other units up and down the line, but nothing to their front, and nothing heavy.

      Carver looked up as a flight of P-38 lightnings passed over-head. He watched as they angled down and saw the winking and flashing of their nose mounted machine guns. He looked to Swan fifteen yards behind him. Swan said, “Must be strafing the airfield. We’re close.”

      The platoon moved forward steadily for another three hundred yards. Lieutenant Swan kept in contact with the rear, letting them know of their progress. Soon, the mortars moved up to keep pace with the quick advance. Swan called for a halt and the GIs found cover and crouched. Carver tapped the GI beside him. “Water break, pass it along.” The message went down the line and the soldiers took long gulps of warm canteen water.

      Carver wiped his brow. Although it was still morning, the day was heating up. The jungle steamed as it warmed making it seem like a sauna. The men were well acclimated to the heat but moving through enemy infested jungle made the effort that much more difficult. Staying hydrated was a major chore. Once you felt thirsty, you were already dehydrated.

      Carver screwed the lid back on his canteen. He’d drained half of it. Even though it was warm and infused with the flavor of the canteen metal, it tasted like sweet nectar.

      Lieutenant Swan handed the radio back to PFC Hanks and motioned Carver to join him. Carver stayed low and trotted to his side. Swan showed him the map. “We’re here. The airfield’s here and the road’s off to our left,” he moved his finger to the winding line, “here.” Carver glanced that way but couldn’t see the road. He nodded. “They’ve offloaded some Shermans and half-tracks. They’re moving up the road with elements of the 182nd. We’re holding their right flank. We’ll wait here until they catch up, then move on the airfield en masse.” He mashed his finger on the open area to their front. “The airfield, that’s our objective. The mortars will start hammering it when we’re approaching. We’ll call in targets as we see ‘em, but the flyboys have already destroyed the few Jap planes they saw on the ground.”

      Carver nodded. “So we wait. I’ll spread the men out and have ‘em eat something.” Swan nodded and stuffed the map back in his shirt.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later the sound of clanking tracks and the revving of powerful engines could be heard moving along the road. The distinctive snapping and crunching of palm trees told them the armor wasn’t only sticking to the road. The sparse jungle allowed the Shermans easy movement. If the heavy tank couldn’t go around something, it simply went over it.

      Carver heard the radio crackle and Swan listened, then nodded and handed the receiver back to Hanks. He caught Carver’s eye and motioned him forward. Carver stood and the whole platoon moved forward with their weapons ready.

      The sound of the tanks drowned out the jungle sounds. Carver was glad he wasn’t facing the advancing armor; the sound alone would be enough to freeze a man in fear. He thought the Japs at the airfield must be shitting themselves about now.

      Another fifty yards and Carver could see the outskirts of the airfield. The jungle stopped and the dirt of the cleared airfield began. He licked his dry lips and crouched a little lower, anticipating the coming battle. He hesitated for an instant as the sight of Lilly lying naked in the hammock crossed his mind. He shook his head, trying to focus on the job at hand, but he slowed his pace, letting the line of soldiers move ahead.

      There was a deafening explosion from the left, mixed with the rending of metal. The force of the explosion sent the GIs scampering for cover. Carver held his helmet tight, as debris rained down through the jungle canopy. He listened for small arms fire, but there was nothing but the memory of the explosion. He pushed to his knees and saw the glowing remains of a large vehicle burning on the road. He yelled. “Get ready. Probably a mine. Japs might follow up with an attack.” The men scooted to their knees and aimed their weapons into the jungle.

      There was yelling and hollering coming from the road. Lieutenant Swan called out from behind the line. “Stay put til we figure out what’s going on.” Carver could hear him using the radio. He pictured Captain Flannigan, the company CO, back at the beach all safe and sound, surrounded by support staff taking the radio call.

      A minute later Lt. Swan was off the radio. He waved Carver over. Staying in a crouch Carver went to his side.  Private Hanks gave him a nod and a smile like they were old friends. Carver scowled and focused on Lt. Swan. “Armor ran into a mine. Flannigan wants the company to advance to the airfield while they clean up the road.”

      Carver spit and nodded. “Yes sir.”

      “We’re the left flank of Able Company. Baker Company’s on the other side of the road. We’ve got plenty of support. We can take the airfield without armor.”

      Carver kept his mouth shut, recognizing the signs of stress. He knew Swan tended to over-explain things when he was nervous. Carver nodded. “Yes sir. No problem.” Swan licked his lips and nodded.

      Carver moved forward. When he was to his old position, he stood up and leaned on a palm tree. He could see the edge of the airfield. The men watched him and he waved them forward. They stood and with their weapons ready, slithered through the thinning cover.

      It didn’t take long before the company was pressed to the edge of the airfield. There was no movement. There were deep bomb craters all along the airstrip and burning husks of Japanese Zeros, but no enemy soldiers. Able Company was spread from the middle of the airfield to the right edge. Across the dirt airstrip there was a cluster of single story buildings. Some had taken direct hits and were charred, but some were intact and could be hiding Japanese soldiers.

      Lieutenant Swan came up beside him and assessed the situation. “What do you think? Looks abandoned.”

      Carver pointed at the buildings. “I’d like some mortar fire on those buildings before we try to cross. One machine gun nest could fuck up our day.”

      Lieutenant Swan cringed at Carver’s language but had grown to expect it. He nodded and motioned Private Hanks to come forward with the radio. Carver listened as he made contact with Flannigan and requested a mortar strike. Carver gritted his teeth as he heard the tirade coming through the radio. He couldn’t understand the words but he damn well got the gist. Swan’s face reddened. He signed off and spoke to Carver with barely contained rage. “Flannigan wants us to attack now.” He shook his head. “Thinks we’re stalling.”

      Carver wanted to get on the horn and tell the pissant Captain to get up here and lead the charge if he was so hot on attacking, but instead he gritted his teeth and nodded.

      Swan looked at his watch. “We attack along the entire line in two minutes. I want first platoon to put covering fire on those buildings while we advance. Pass the word.”

      Carver nodded and pointed to a nearby private. “Pass the word to Sergeant O’Connor. Second platoon’s going across with first covering us.” The private nodded and scampered off to pass the word.

      Lieutenant Swan pulled his M1 Carbine off his back and looked across the open field. The buildings across the way looked dark and abandoned. “Probably empty.”

      Carver flicked off his safety and said, “We’ll soon find out, sir.”

      Two minutes later Carver waved the men forward. He thought about letting the platoon move out in front of him. As a Platoon Sergeant, he had that right, but as he looked into the scared eyes of the soldiers around him, he couldn’t do it. He had to lead, even if it got him killed. Sorry Lilly.

      He took the first step into the open field. He kept his eyes glued to the buildings across the open space, ready to throw himself to the ground at the first movement. First platoon opened fire to the right and Carver saw the front of the buildings erupt as bullets slammed into them. Carver waved and yelled. “Move out, let’s go.”

      He started running, weaving back and forth to throw off any enemy sighting on him. The mass of men all around him, sprinting towards the goal filled him with pride.

      They were a quarter of the way across when the buildings changed. Wooden front sections fell away exposing firing ports. Carver saw the dark shapes of muzzles poking out. The warning yell was caught in his throat as multiple machine guns opened up.

      Bullets whizzed and snapped, but he was already going to the dirt. He heard the sickening sound of bullets slapping into meat. The screaming followed. He fast crawled to a nearby bomb crater and threw himself into the bottom, trying to catch his breath. The concentration of enemy fire was deafening.

      More GIs fell into the crater with him. Their eyes were wide with fear. The fire from the jungle intensified. Carver crawled to the lip and peered over. They were halfway to the buildings and he could see the winking of muzzle flashes in the recessed windows, but they’d switched targets, slugging it out with the fire coming from the jungle. He looked left and saw GIs streaming across the airfield. They were taking small arms fire, but it seemed the main defenses were the buildings to his front.

      GIs came up on either side of him. Carver said, “Need to get some mortars on the buildings.”

      Private Ethan looked behind them. “I saw the lieutenant drop into a hole further back. Hopefully he’s on it.”

      As if in answer the whistling of incoming rounds mixed with the machine gun fire. Mortar rounds from the four inchers fell and exploded in front of the buildings. Dirt plumes arced up and rained down. More explosives followed, walking back until they were landing on and amongst the buildings.

      Men that were pinned in the open moved forward, many rolling into the bottom of his crater. Carver looked them over. “Anyone hit?” There was no response. “The mortars are kicking the crap outta them. We’ll be moving forward as soon as it stops. Check your weapons and ammo.”

      Carver peered back over the edge. The buildings were constructed of wood, but the mortars were wreaking havoc. Whole sections of walls were coming apart. There was no more firing coming from the machine guns.

      Like a light switch the mortars stopped their deadly work. The silence was quickly ended with the crack of rifle fire from the left. There were GIs up and charging across the airfield, firing as they went. Carver crouched on the side of the hole and yelled, “Let’s go!” He waved his arm forward and the men sprang up and ran past him, charging the smoking ruins.

      Carver got to his feet and joined his men. He was ready with the Thompson, but there were no targets. His men streamed into the buildings and they fired into unseen targets. By the time Carver got there, the buildings were no longer a threat. He stood in the doorway of the center building and looked at the remains of one of the enemy machine gun crews. The tripod mounted Nambu was tilted up and the barrel was bent. There was a smoking hole directly behind it. The crew was sprawled back. He figured there’d been a three-man crew, but the shredded body parts made it difficult to identify where one body started and the other ended.

      There was still sporadic firing. The GIs had learned to make sure the Japanese weren’t playing possum. Lieutenant Swan came up beside Carver. “Report, Sergeant.”

      Carver didn’t salute but said, “Sir, your mortar strike broke their back. We lost three men when that Nambu opened up.” He pointed back the way they’d come. The dead were being put onto stretchers. “Once the mortars stopped, we moved up against light resistance.”

      Lieutenant Swan nodded. “This was the heaviest concentration of Japs.” He pointed to the left. “The rest of the company didn’t have as hard a time.” The rest of the second platoon was trotting across the airfield, led by Sergeant O’Connor. Swan continued. “We’re continuing to push forward to the next town. Place called Pardo, or something. It’s another mile or so that way.” He pointed west.

      Carver asked. “They figure out the armor?”

      Swan nodded. “Yeah, the mine sweepers are clearing the road as we speak. Found a lot of ‘em apparently, along with camouflaged tank traps. They’ll probably be another hour. We’re not waiting though. Division wants us to keep the pressure on.”

      Carver nodded, “Yes sir. We’ll be ready to move when you give the order.”

      O’Connor sidled up beside them and gave them a crooked grin. “That went pretty well.”

      Carver nodded. “Thanks for the covering fire. We’d have been torn up without it.” O’Connor nodded, but kept his eyes scanning the surrounding area for threats. Carver thought, he’s got no off switch. Probably why he’s still alive. “We’re moving out soon.” O’Connor spit and moved off to inform his squad.
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      Captain Flannigan entered the outskirts of the airfield minutes later. He sat in the passenger seat of a Willys Jeep. He wore glasses and smoked a stogie. Carver poked O’Connor in the ribs. “Get a load of MacArthur over here.”

      O’Connor sneered. “Jesus H. Christ, does he know how ridiculous he looks? And talk about a nice target for a Jap sniper. They’d think they brought down the big one.”

      Carver grinned. “We’re not gonna be that lucky.”

      The Jeep veered their way and accelerated. When it was close the driver slammed on the brakes and skidded to a halt in a cloud of dust that wafted over second platoon. The men lowered their helmets and put their faces into their shirts. Carver could hear cussing and yelling. He didn’t do anything to stop it.

      When the dust cleared Flannigan was standing outside the jeep with his fists on his hips and his shiny boots a bit wider than shoulder width. He moved the cigar from one side of his mouth to the other.

      Lieutenant Swan hustled up to him and braced but didn’t salute. Captain Flannigan looked him up and down. “Don’t you salute superior officers, Lieutenant?”

      Swan looked at the surrounding jungle. “Don’t wanna give the Jap snipers a bigger target than you’re already presenting them, sir.”

      Flannigan tore his green tinted, mirrored sunglasses off and looked at the surrounding jungle and sneered. “I was told this area was secure. In fact, I heard that from you.” He leaned forward, using his height and athletic build to full advantage.

      Swan stared back at him. “When you’re dealing with the Japs, nothing’s ever totally secure, sir.”

      Platoon Sergeant Carver and Sergeant O’Connor were close enough to hear the exchange. O’Connor leaned close. “I’ll be damned. When did Swan get a backbone?”

      Carver answered. “Bougainville, I guess.” He grinned. “Hell, I remember when his biggest concern was shitting his pants. Now he’s facing down Captain America.”

      “Captain numb-nuts more like it.”

      Captain Flannigan went back to his normal arrogant stance. His mouth turned down as he looked upon his skinny Lieutenant. Swan stared back and when Flannigan realized he wasn’t getting his salute, he moved past him. He spotted Carver and O’Connor. O’Connor moved to walk away but Flannigan pointed at them and said. “Sergeants. I’d like a word.”

      They turned toward the striding captain, O’Connor much slower than Carver. Neither saluted. Flannigan gritted his teeth but decided to let it pass. He stood in front of them. “Tell me about the attack?”

      Lieutenant Swan had kept pace with Flannigan. His face flushed with anger. Carver looked past Flannigan and got the subtle nod from Swan. It didn’t go unnoticed and Flannigan flinched slightly but insisted. “Well?”

      Carver didn’t want to get into the middle of an officer pissing match. “Under Lieutenant Swan’s guidance we advanced across the airfield.” He pointed at the smoldering buildings behind them. “The Japs had hidden three MGs in there and when we came across they opened up on us. We lost three men, but with the help of O’Connor’s covering fire and Swan’s mortar strike, we were able to take the buildings without any more casualties.” Flannigan raised an eyebrow and Carver threw in, “Sir.”

      Captain Flannigan nodded, happy with his small victory. “Thank you, Sergeant.” He looked to Swan. “I like to get the story from men at the pointy end of the stick.”

      Carver couldn’t help himself. “In that case you coulda asked Lieutenant Swan. He was in the hole beside me.” He stared at Flannigan. Where were you, asshole?

      Flannigan puffed up his ample chest and slapped Swan’s back. “Good boy. It’d be nice to be able to fight alongside you men, but captains don’t lead attacks unfortunately.”

      They all looked at the ground, embarrassed for the man. Flannigan sensed the awkward moment and put his sunglasses back on. He spun around and strode back to the waiting Jeep. Once he was seated, O’Connor trotted forward and waved for his attention. They had a brief exchange and Flannigan’s lips went flat and he nodded slightly. He waved forward and the driver peeled out sending rocks and debris into the men.

      Lieutenant Swan asked, “What the hell’d you say to the man?”

      O’Connor smiled and brushed dirt off his face. “Told him he looked an awful lot like MacArthur and for his own safety and that of any one around him he should try to blend in more.” Swan’s jaw dropped. “Don’t worry I said it so he thought I was concerned for his safety cause he’s such a valuable part of the war effort.”

      Swan swatted him on the back. “You crazy son-of-a-bitch.” He pointed at the Jeep tearing across the airfield. “You know he makes his driver drive like that? I talked to the kid about it. He hates it, but Flannigan likes to make an entrance.”

      Carver shook his head. “What an asshole.”  Swan gave him a stern look and Carver held up his hands. “Sorry sir, it slipped.”

      Swan nodded. “Just don’t say it in front of the men. They have to respect their officers or they won’t follow orders.”

      Carver nodded knowing the drill better than most. He pointed to the road leading from the airfield. “We taking that to the next town?” Swan nodded.
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      Twenty minutes later, Able Company was leading the way along the dirt road. It was hard-pack with occasional deep rivulets and potholes from the monsoon rains that raged through during the rainy season. The jungle was too thick to push through, so the company was spread out along the road. The men had their rifles ready.

      The going was slow. The lead element was a squad from the minesweeper platoon. They swept the area with their metal detectors. The operators wore heavy, thirty-pound battery packs and headphones and slowly swept side to side.

      Platoon Sergeant Carver was right behind them, ready to cover them at the first sign of trouble. The GI next to him shook his head. “Those guys sure have a lot of balls, walking out in front without so much as a pistol, and not knowing if their next step will be their last.”

      Carver nodded. “Keep a sharp eye out. We’re their only protection.”

      They’d just rounded the first corner when the lead minesweeper stopped and crouched. The rest of them dropped and Carver and his squad put their rifles to their shoulders and swept the area. The minesweeper yelled, “I found one.”

      Carver looked to Lt. Swan. He licked his lips and yelled, “Second squad move up and cover them while they mark the mine.”

      Sergeant O’Connor and his squad stood and trotted forward. They moved alongside the minesweepers and watched the jungle. The minesweeper swept his metal detector over the area and marked the borders of the mine with red flags. O’Connor felt like his ass was hanging in the wind. If the Japs were waiting to ambush them, he wouldn’t know about it until the bullets smacked into him.

      It only took a couple of minutes before they were back up and moving forward. The GIs gave the mine a wide berth.

      They found four more mines before they got to the outskirts of the town. Each time, O’Connor thought he’d be in the middle of an ambush, but it never happened.

      Able Company halted and Lieutenant Swan got on the radio to Captain Flannigan. He listened and nodded, then handed the receiver back to Private Hanks. He motioned for the men to spread out and advance.

      Carver nodded and stood. The GIs were careful not to bunch up, but it was tough in the confines of the road and surrounding thick jungle. When they were close to the first shack, they trotted in and spread out. It wasn’t much of a town. It consisted of a row of thatch buildings on stilts and a few wooden shantys that looked like they’d been thrown together with leftover lumber of various types.

      There was no one in sight and Carver thought it might be abandoned, until a shot rang out. A GI spun with blood spurting from his shoulder. He went down screaming. He dropped his M1 and held his right shoulder as blood seeped between his fingers.

      The rest of the Company dropped and brought their weapons up. The crack of weapons firing filled the air. Bullets slammed into the buildings. The wooden shantys came apart with countless high velocity impacts, but the thatch buildings seemed to absorb the bullets, most passing straight through.

      Carver yelled, “McGillis, get that BAR working.” Seconds later the heavy thumping of the .30 caliber Browning Automatic Rifle joined the fray. The BAR from Sergeant O’Connor’s squad opened up too. Return fire was sporadic, but another GI went down, his head snapping back as a bullet center-punched his forehead. Carver saw the red mist descend on his body like a gruesome fog. “Pour it on, pour it on!”

      Lieutenant Swan yelled, “Grenade launchers and flame throwers up.” GIs raced forward and went into crouches. They aimed their grenade launch modified M1s. The bulbous grenades mounted on the muzzle attachment made them look like the barrels had split at the end. They aimed at the nearest buildings on stilts and fired. The grenades arced, trailing thin streams of gunpowder and disappeared into windows and thatch walls. The explosions weren’t impressive, but the resulting smoke billowing from the roof told of their destructive power.

      Soon the dry thatch was on fire. The grenadiers reloaded and arced more grenades into buildings. The first thatch hut was burning with fierce ferocity. Carver watched as a Japanese soldier burst through a burning wall. The soldier ran straight for them. He was covered in burning thatch and his uniform was glowing with embers. Carver put three .45 caliber slugs into him and he dropped to the ground, sending sparks flying in all directions. The fire consumed him, turning him to blackened char within seconds.

      The air was filled with billowing smoke as more buildings caught fire. Carver waved the men forward and they moved amongst the burning buildings firing indiscriminately. The heat was intense and soon they couldn’t advance without burning themselves.

      Lieutenant Swan called a halt and pulled them back from the inferno. There was screaming mixed with the roar of fire, but there were no more targets.

      They waited at the edge of the town, watching it burn. The dry thatch burned quick and soon the buildings were nothing more than skeletal beams of wood. A stilt on the nearest building snapped like a gunshot and the men flinched. The building wavered, then came crashing down sending hot sparks soaring into the sky. A wave of heat slammed into them like a physical slap and the GIs moved back further. They were red-faced and sweat poured from their faces like they’d just dipped their heads in a shower.

      Lieutenant Swan moved them further back, completely exiting the village. The platoon moved back along the road they came in on. The village was no longer in sight and the relief from the heat made Carver wonder how they’d stayed as close as they had. Swan stopped them and Carver ordered them to drink.

      They’d just taken their first gulps when the welcome sound of clanking armor pulled them up short. The first vehicle was a banged up Sherman tank. It was dark green and the star on the side was faded and chipped. The turret swiveled as it rounded the corner and saw the GIs. The gaping black maw of the 75mm gun centered on the nearest man.

      The platoon melted to the sides of the road and four Shermans thundered by. The ground shook as they passed and the GIs smiled and waved.

      A jeep came flying around the corner and braked hard in front of the platoon. More tanks mixed with armored cars filtered past. Captain Flannigan jumped out of the jeep and strode to the GIs who were trying to make themselves look invisible.

      Flannigan found Lt. Swan and yelled. “What’s all that smoke ahead?”

      Swan swallowed and his oversized Adam’s apple bobbed. “The village of Pardo’s on fire. We engaged snipers with grenades and those grass huts went up in a hurry. We’re waiting for it to die down, sir. Hotter’n blazes.”

      Flannigan’s face turned a bright shade of red and Carver thought his head might explode. Flannigan seethed. “Who told you to torch the town, Lieutenant?”

      Swan shook his head. “No one did. Like I said it happened when we engaged the Japs.”

      “Dammit, Swan. Your orders are to take the villages, not destroy them. The natives will need someplace to live after this battle’s over for chrissakes.”

      Carver was ready to step in and help his officer, he’d done it plenty of times before, but Swan spoke up. “Begging your pardon, sir, but my orders are to kill Japs. If there’s a rulebook I need to follow, I wasn’t aware of it.”

      Captain Flannigan stared into Swan’s eyes sending daggers, but Swan stared right back, his gaze passive. It infuriated Flannigan more. He pointed a finger and laid into him like a principal dealing with an insubordinate student. “Your orders are to kill Japanese, but not at the expense of destroying the entire area. My God, man. What if there were natives in those huts?”

      Lieutenant Swan tilted his head trying to make sense of Flannigan. “It wasn’t intentional, but if burning the village kills the Japs and saves my men from being killed…” he let the thought finish itself.

      Flannigan shook with anger. He liked the old Lt. Swan, the man he could push around and scare. This new officer seemed fearless. He removed his finger from Swan’s face and lowered his voice. “Just be more careful next time.”

      He turned to leave, but Swan wasn’t finished. “At the expense of the men, sir?”

      Flannigan stopped, shook his head then continued to the jeep. He pulled his big body into the metal seat and said something to his driver. He floored it and the Jeep fishtailed until it was faced back towards the airfield. The jeep and the captain disappeared around the corner.

      Swan grinned and turned back to the GIs. “Let’s move up behind the tanks. The fire’s probably dying down by now.”
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        * * *

      

      The tanks and the rest of the armor kept their distance from the town until the fires were smoldering. The hour respite allowed the GIs to eat and drink. Their dead and wounded were carted back to the beach where an aid station was set up.

      The signal to continue the advance came when the Shermans fired up their 400 horse power Continental engines. The roar and the billowing white smoke brought the men to their feet. The lead Sherman’s top hatch was open and a tanker in a steel pot helmet manned the mounted .50 caliber machine gun. He looked back to the other tanks and said something into his mouthpiece radio. The tank lurched beneath him and he held onto the machine gun handles. The rest of the tanks and halftracks lurched and ground forward.

      The GIs filtered in behind and around the protective armor. Platoon Sergeant Carver stood as far away as possible, up against the edge of the road. Private McGillis was nearby and asked, “Why you way over there?”

      Carver replied. “Those tanks are Jap magnets.” McGillis shrugged but moved a few feet further away.

      A few structures still stood, but most of the town was charred and smoking. Tongues of flames still licked wooden beams; not wanting to relinquish their destructive hold.

      There was no sign of live Japs, or anyone else for that matter. Carver noticed the burning soldier he’d shot. His skin was gone, exposing his charred skull and teeth. Every shred of clothing was burned away, but a shiny metal object shone against what used to be the soldier’s neck. Carver wondered if it was dog-tags or some memento from a sweetheart. He turned away as the lead Sherman’s tracks ran him over and ground him into dust.

      Carver felt hollow. A vision of Lilly smiling at him from the hammock came to mind. He shook his head; how can I ever tell Lilly of such things? The vision morphed and now Lilly’s beautiful face was replaced with the charred Japanese soldier’s. The vision was so powerful he stopped and took a knee. He pinched the bridge of his nose until it hurt.

      Sergeant O’Connor kneeled beside him, his M1 ready. He whispered. “What’s wrong? See something?” Carver stood and teetered slightly. O’Connor looked him over. “You okay? Look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Carver nodded and moved forward. “Get back to your squad, Sergeant. I’m fine. Just feeling the damned heat.” O’Connor frowned and mumbled something under his breath. Carver ignored him and shook the image from his mind. Gotta concentrate or I’ll never see that girl again.

      They were almost through the village. The final buildings were still standing, saved by some inexplicable nuance of the flames. The lead Sherman’s 75mm gun kept the nearest house centered. The tanker on the .50 caliber swiveled the gun back and forth.

      Sparks suddenly showered the lead tank as bullets zinged and ricocheted. The gunner crouched low in the cupola keeping his hands on the handles of the .50. He yelled something into his headset and the tank lurched to a stop. The gun pivoted towards the middle building and stopped. It elevated slightly and fired.

      The GIs behind the first tank stumbled into the stopped tank and when it fired they dropped to their knees. Carver saw Lt. Swan on the radio but couldn’t tell if he was listening or giving orders.

      Carver plastered himself to the ground as the Sherman fired. The 75mm shell traveled the short distance in the blink of an eye and detonated on the wall beneath the window. When the debris settled, Carver could see the front of the building was gone. The thumping of the .50 caliber filled the air and Carver watched tracers lancing into the dark building. He had his Thompson aimed, but doubted anyone could’ve survived such an onslaught.

      The shooting stopped and there was a quick flash of light as the form of a Japanese soldier sprinted from the building. He dropped his rifle and ran for his life. Carver brought his weapon to his shoulder. He had a clear shot, but he hesitated. His finger was on the trigger, but the thought of killing yet another soldier suddenly made him feel sick. Shots rang out from other GIs and Carver watched the Japanese soldier’s back blossom red. He fell into the short grass and was lost from sight.

      Carver lowered his weapon and put his head on the ground. What’s wrong with me?
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      After the airfield and the village of Pardo were taken, the road to Cebu City was wide open. Able Company along with mixed armored units and elements of the heavy weapons company advanced quickly and unopposed.

      Lieutenant Swan allowed the men to glom onto the Shermans and they rode in ease and style for the first time. Carver reluctantly mounted a Sherman but made sure he had a quick and easy way off if attacked. He could see Sergeant O’Connor on the tank behind. He was standing, holding onto the turret. He had his helmet pulled low and was scanning the countryside. He looked as uncomfortable about riding the tank as Carver felt.

      Lieutenant Swan was talking on the radio. He nodded and signed off. He got Carver’s attention. “We’re a quarter mile from Cebu City. We’ll dismount as we approach and spread out. Regimental HQ doesn’t seem to know what we’ll find, but they seem to think the city’s already pacified.” Carver looked confused and Swan continued. “Thinks the Filipino resistance might’ve routed the Japs already.”

      Carver nodded and felt a weight fall from his shoulders. He hadn’t realized it, but he’d been dreading the prospect of house to house fighting. His men were jungle fighters. They weren’t trained to fight in a city. They’d have to learn as they fought and that meant a lot of men would die.

      Minutes later the column slowed and Lt. Swan signaled for them to dismount. GIs sprang from the tanks and dispersed. Once clear, the tanks spread out to the surrounding countryside. The jungle had given way to agricultural fields. The heavy tank treads tore up the dark soil, sending plumes off the back-end. The GIs stayed clear, letting the tanks churn past them.

      As the tanks approached the outskirts of the sprawling city they were met, not by Japanese but by cheering Filipino resistance fighters. They were holding up their rifles, an assortment of Japanese Arisakas, American M1s, and Enfields. Some were shirtless, but the majority wore loose fitting white shirts. A few looked like they were in uniform. Leading the group was a tall white man. He walked with a stiff back and Carver could tell right away he must be an officer.

      The tanks stopped when they were yards from the group. With their engines at idle, Carver could hear the Filipinos cheering. They thrust their weapons over their heads and screamed and hooted. The tall officer’s face was split into a wide grin. The top hatches of the M4 Shermans popped open and the tankers poked their heads out like turtles from their shells.

      Lieutenant Swan waved the men forward and they advanced until they stood in front of the cheering Filipinos. Swan stepped forward and gave a quick salute. The tall officer saluted back and extended his hand. Swan shook it. “I’m Colonel Cushing and these are my merry band of cutthroats.” He gestured to the Filipinos and their cheers went up a few decibels. He had to yell to be heard. “We’ve been anxiously awaiting your arrival. Welcome to Cebu City.” With that, the Filipinos moved amongst them shaking hands and slapping backs. The GIs smiled and laughed and celebrated. The excitement and joy at being out from beneath the boot of the Japanese was contagious. No one noticed the jeep that skidded to a halt beside the closest tank.

      Platoon Sergeant Carver tried to maintain his composure, but the celebratory feeling combined with not having to battle house to house made him smile and return back slaps and hugs. He noticed even Sergeant O’Connor was smiling.

      The celebration was finally broken up by Colonel Cushing. He simply raised his booming voice above the din and the Filipinos went silent and separated themselves from the GIs. That’s when Captain Flannigan made himself known. He strode up to Cushing and looked him up and down. Colonel Cushing’s jovial demeanor disappeared in an instant and he raised his chin and looked down his nose at Flannigan. “I’m Colonel Cushing. Who might you be, Captain?”

      Flannigan went ramrod straight and fired off a quick salute. “Captain Flannigan at your service, sir. I’m the C.O. of Able Company.” He gestured to the GIs surrounding him.

      “Well, captain you’ll find Cebu City is mostly free of Japs. We struck last night and pushed General Manjome’s troops into the northwest corner of the city. They took a lot of casualties, but around two thousand of them remain. They’re surrounded behind a walled section of the city. Follow me.” He pointed over his shoulder. “My HQ’s in the center of the city. I’ll show you the situation on the map.”

      Flannigan looked beyond him into the city. He shook his head. “I’m sure General Arnold will want to speak with you back at the HQ, Colonel.”

      Colonel Cushing shook his head. “I’ve been in contact with General Arnold, he’s on his way in too.” He put his hand on Flannigan’s shoulder. Even against Flannigan’s large frame, the gnarled hand looked huge. “Don’t worry captain, it’s perfectly safe.”

      Captain Flannigan’s face flushed red and he muttered, “Yes sir.” The nearby GIs couldn’t contain their smiles. Flannigan’s demeanor went from embarrassed to angry in an instant. He barked, “Lieutenant Swan.” He swiveled trying to locate him.

      Swan was beside him. He raised his hand. “Here, sir.”

      Flannigan shook his head. “There you are. Get the men sorted, this isn’t some damned parade.”

      Swan noticed a sympathetic glance from Colonel Cushing. Swan said, “Yes sir. Right away, sir.”

      The men moved away from their new Filipino friends and formed a loose column without being told. Colonel Cushing moved to the front of the group with Captain Flannigan by his side. The large column of men, followed by tanks and halftracks streamed into town along the main street.

      The street was lined with countless cheering Filipinos. They waved American and British flags and anything else they could find. They hung from windows and sang and smiled and laughed. Lieutenant Swan was leading the GIs who were in column behind the Filipinos. He leaned close to Carver’s ear. “Looks a hell of a lot like a parade to me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a brief stop in the city center to eat and resupply, they moved toward the northwest corner. The celebratory feeling ended as they neared the area.  There were barricades manned by smiling Filipinos. Able Company spread out and hunkered behind cover. The Armor spread to side streets and aimed their turrets toward likely buildings.

      Captain Flannigan crouched down beside Colonel Cushing. Lieutenant Swan, Platoon Sergeant Carver and Sergeant O’Connor were nearby. Colonel Cushing tapped a diminutive Filipino next to him. The fighter turned and noticed the Colonel. A smile spread across the fighter’s mocha colored face. Colonel Cushing squeezed her shoulder and introduced her. “This is Major Cruz. She’s been my second in command since this whole thing started. Without her, none of this would’ve been possible.”

      She nodded at the new faces and shook each man’s hand as she was introduced. When she held her small hand out to Sergeant O’Connor he could only stare. His eyes were glazed over. The moment lengthened until Carver finally jabbed O’Connor in the ribs and said, “Snap out of it Sergeant.”

      O’Connor tore his gaze from her soft brown eyes and blushed. He took off his helmet as if it was a dress hat and held it to his chest. He took her hand. It seemed small and delicate, but he felt the hard callouses on her palm. She smiled and her eyes softened into ovals. She pointed at his helmet and in nearly accent-less English, said, “You’re going to need that, Sergeant.” Confusion flooded his face. She released his hand and took the helmet from him.  She held it over his red hair and placed it carefully.

      O’Connor pulled back and tore his gaze from the deep pools of her eyes and stuttered. “Th-thank you…” he suddenly remembered himself, “Major.” He cleared his throat and felt he should do something. He straightened his back and snapped off a quick salute. O’Connor noticed Carver’s grin and blushed deeper.

      She smiled and turned back to the colonel. She pointed toward a walled section of the city. “The Japanese are inside the walls. They occupy the top floors and can see us when we move. They have snipers. Now that the Americans are here with their tanks, we can kill them.”

      Colonel Cushing nodded and addressed Captain Flannigan. “Call in your artillery and air assets. That’s all we need to get inside and get in amongst them. It won’t take long after that.”

      Flannigan jumped at the opportunity to get away from the front line. “I’ll have to run it by General Arnold.” He looked back the way they’d come. “I’ll take a few of your men to escort me back to my jeep, Lieutenant.”

      Lieutenant Swan pointed at Private Hanks who was holding out his radio. “You can use this, sir.”

      Flannigan scowled and shook his head. “Nah, mine’s more powerful. I’ll need a clear signal.” Swan called out three GIs to escort Flannigan back to his jeep. He took his leave. “I’ll be in contact. Don’t assault until I’ve given you the word, Lieutenant.” Swan nodded and Flannigan trotted off surrounded by three GIs.

      Colonel Cushing watched him go. “Doesn’t enjoy the front line much does he?”

      Lieutenant Swan was embarrassed for his commander. “No sir. Not really.”

      A bullet whizzed over their heads and slapped into the road beside Captain Flannigan. He went into a full sprint, pumping his arms and high stepping. The GIs escorting him trotted to the sides of the street and kept cover between themselves and the sniper. A dirt geyser erupted well behind Flannigan, followed immediately by the crack of the rifle. It was enough to send him into an even higher gear.

      Colonel Cushing grinned. “That man’s got a future in the hundred meter dash, if he survives this thing.”

      There was return fire up and down the line as the Filipino fighters engaged the sniper. Major Cruz pointed. “Those windows on the second floor of the nearest building are full of snipers.”

      Carver nodded and slapped O’Connor who was staring at Major Cruz. “Get your bazooka team up here. We’ll put a crimp in their style.”

      O’Connor called out, “Vincent, Pullman, up!” the word passed through the company and soon two gangly soldiers were weaving towards them. The lead man, Private Vincent held the bazooka followed by Private Pullman carrying the satchel of bazooka rounds. They skidded into the cover and their eyes went wide when they noticed the beautiful major beside Colonel Cushing. O’Connor grabbed Pvt. Vincent’s shoulder and pointed through a gap in the cover. “See that top floor window in the center?” Vincent squinted through the gap and nodded. “Think you can hit it?”

      Private Vincent nodded and smiled. “Course I can, Sarge. Piece of cake.” He stayed behind cover but put the bazooka tube on his shoulder and angled up slightly. “Load me up Pullman.”

      Private Pullman was already placing the high explosive M7 round into the back of the tube. As he pulled the wire from the rocket and wrapped it on the contact, he said, “Hold your damned horses.” A second later he slapped Vincent’s shoulder. “Ready.” He stepped to the side away from the rocket blast.

      Private Vincent adjusted his footing and rose up, aiming through the sight. He steadied and pulled the trigger. The rocket whooshed from the barrel and the white trailing smoke was easy to follow. The rocket went through the dark window frame hit the back wall and exploded inside. There was a bright flash followed by smoke and billowing dust. Major Cruz looked on admiringly. “Nice shot, soldier.” The nearby Filipino fighters cheered and pumped their weapons into the air.

      Private Vincent’s smile threatened to break his face. “That was nothing. Give me something harder next time.”

      A blast from an M4 Sherman shook their cover. They ducked lower and saw the white plume of smoke billowing out from the alley to the right. The 75mm cannon was sticking into the street, trailing a thin strand of smoke. Carver looked over the top of the cover and saw the same window the bazooka had engaged. The shot had hit the side of the window and blown out a large chunk of the front wall. Pieces of concrete continued to peel off the wall and plunge to the ground. Smoke and dust continued to pour from the gap. Carver ducked back down and said, “Looks like your sniper nest’s done for.”

      The other M4s opened up on the same building until it seemed to be erupting with great holes and explosions. Carver and the rest ducked down as bits of fine mist and debris rained down on them. Carver pulled his helmet down and pulled his shirt over his mouth.

      When the Shermans stopped firing and the debris settled, Carver poked his head up again. The front of the building was pockmarked with large holes. The right side had completely collapsed.

      He saw movement in the carnage and realized he was seeing staggering Japanese soldiers. He brought his Thompson to his shoulder but he didn’t pull the trigger. The harsh cracks of M1 Garands and Carbines rippled along the line and he watched the soldiers stagger and fall as bullets slammed around and into them. He pulled back his Thompson, turned and sunk into cover. He had his back to the wall and he closed his eyes. What’s wrong with me? Am I losing my nerve?

      He looked to his left and saw Sergeant O’Connor watching him. He shook his head slightly and turned away. Carver stared at the sky and took a deep breath. He blew it out and pictured Lilly smiling at him. It soothed him and he felt the war disappear for a moment.

      It came roaring back when he heard Lt. Swan chattering on the radio. Swan found Carver and scooted closer. “Listen up. There won’t be an artillery barrage. Command wants to limit the damage, so we’re going in behind the tanks. General Arnold is sending up more units but we’ll be the head of the spear.” He stopped and licked his lips. He glanced at his wrist watch. “We jump off in an hour. Get the men ready. It’s house to house. Not our forte’ but we’ll figure it out.”

      Carver nodded. “We’ll have to.”
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        * * *

      

      Able Company stayed in cover while the Shermans plowed over the low wall surrounding the city district at various points. The mud and thatch walls crumbled as the thirty-ton monsters flattened them.

      Sergeant O’Connor motioned his squad to follow, and he tucked up against the nearest tank. The Shermans advanced toward the sniper building. There were no more shots coming from it.

      The streets and alleys were tight, not leaving much maneuvering room for the bulky tanks. The Shermans stopped short and idled. O’Connor saw Lt. Swan taking a call from the back of the tank he followed. It was a brief conversation. He hung up and signaled. They were to advance without the tanks the rest of the way. O’Connor cursed to himself. The tightly packed buildings could hold hundreds of Japanese soldiers and they’d have to enter and clear each one or risk being attacked from behind.

      O’Connor turned to his wide-eyed GIs. “Okay, we cover each other all the time. One group enters the building while the other covers their backsides. Then we move onto the next with the first group covering the next.” He watched the men nodding. “If we hear or see Japs we throw grenades first, then enter and take ‘em out while they’re stunned. Got it?” They nodded and waited for the signal to advance.

      Lieutenant Swan waved his arm and he stepped from behind the Sherman. The Company was spread out, each squad responsible for the buildings to their immediate front.

      O’Connor went around the Sherman and heard the footsteps of his men following. He went to the first door and stood to the side. He listened for any sound that would indicate the enemy. The Filipino resistance fighters assured them that all civilians had been evacuated, so anyone left were Japanese. The only thing he heard was the purr of the tanks. He made eye contact with the GI beside him, who licked his dry lips and nodded. Six men were lined up behind him. The remaining six were across the street scanning the roofs and windows for surprises.

      O’Connor moved to the front of the door. It looked well built with heavy wood. He stepped back and kicked the door handle as hard as he could. The wooden frame shattered and the door swung open. With his M1 Carbine leading, he ran in. His mind was on overdrive as he took in the surroundings as quickly as possible. His felt his heart would leap out of his chest, but the room was empty. The rest of the GIs streamed past him and cleared the adjoining rooms. It was a single-story building. It looked to be some sort of store, but the shelves and counters were bare.

      He heard shooting off to the right, in another building. It was intense but quickly faded to single shots. The GIs crouched and readied themselves for the next building. O’Connor hoped it went as well as the first. He trotted back to the front door and signaled the men covering them to move forward. They ran past him and into the cleared building.

      They moved through to the back wall. The next building across the alley was a two story. There was a rickety back door they could enter through. It was partially opened. He whispered. “Now we switch.” The men nodded. “I’ll lead this one too.” Relief flooded Corporal Mathew’s face. O’Connor trusted him, he was a good soldier and had shown coolness under fire, but city fighting was new to all of them.

      O’Connor looked both ways down the alley. It was strewn with debris but clear of enemy soldiers. With one last look to the windows above, he ran across to the side of the next door.

      He waited until the men were ready. He was about to move, when he heard the clatter of something inside. He pulled back and put his finger to his lips. He pulled a grenade from his utility belt and pulled the pin. He released the handle and threw it into the room with a quick motion. He pulled back and cringed at the crack of a rifle. The bullet slammed into the side of the half-open door and splintered the thin wood. A second later the grenade exploded and sent the door flying into the wall across the alley.

      Without exposing his head, O’Connor extended his carbine and pulled the trigger, moving the barrel side to side. He pulled back and yelled, “Go, go, go!”

      Corporal Mathews moved past him and the shattered door frame. He darted left and went into a crouch. He saw movement deeper in the hallway and fired his M1 Garand. The heavy thud of a body falling was unmistakable. The rest of the men filled the room and fired down the hallway. There was screaming and yelling coming from deeper inside.

      Mathews pulled a grenade and yelled, “Fire in the hole!” The GIs went prone and Mathews lobbed the grenade down the hall. It bounced off the right wall and went around the corner and disappeared. The explosion sent a dust cloud down the hall along with more screaming.

      O’Connor took the moment to reload his partially used, thirty-round magazine. He pushed himself to his feet and ran down the hall with his carbine ready. He saw a body sprawled in front of him and before leaping over, he put three more .30 caliber rounds into it.

      He came around the corner and saw the grisly aftermath of the grenade. Men lay in bleeding heaps. He pulled the semi-automatic trigger as fast as he could pull. The soldiers still alive were dazed and O’Connor poured bullets into them. The rest of the squad joined him. After a few seconds, he yelled, “Cease fire!”

      Beyond the bodies there was another hallway and a stairwell leading up to the right. O’Connor saw an object hit the bottom step and bounce off the opposite wall. He dove to the right while at the same time yelling, “Grenade!” The GIs reacted instantly diving to the ground, using the Japanese bodies for cover.

      The grenade exploded and the shock wave washed over O’Connor and made his already tortured ears ring in protest. The Japanese bodies had absorbed most of the blast, but he heard a GI screaming.

      O’Connor got to his knees and shook the cobwebs from his head. He pointed at the ceiling. “Japs upstairs.” There was firing coming from outside. O’Connor’s ears were clear enough to hear the heavy thumps of footfalls above. He rolled onto his back and yelled. “Fire through the ceiling.” He fired his carbine until the chamber locked in the open position. He released the magazine and reloaded. The rest of the squad was firing straight up. The ceiling was coming apart with large chunks of plaster and dust.

      O’Connor got to his feet and signaled a cease fire. He listened for more footfalls but didn’t hear anything. The firing from outside stopped. O’Connor pointed at Private Gilson. “Tell the men outside to cease fire, we’re moving to the second floor.” He nodded and ran off, plaster and dust streaming off his helmet and shoulders.

      O’Connor pointed at Mathews then at the stairway. “Get up there and clear out any survivors.”

      Mathews stood and nodded. He adjusted his helmet and moved to the stairwell. The grenade blast had opened a hole in the wooden floor and the scent of scorched dirt and wood wafted from it. He waited until the men were behind him. He took the first step up the stairwell and started firing. He took the stairs by twos and was soon up and around the corner. The rest of the men followed, with O’Connor taking up the rear.

      The firing stopped and O’Connor entered. It was a large room nearly covering the entire top floor. There were three dead Japanese soldiers in the center, victims of bullets coming through the floor. Tiny shafts of light streamed through countless holes. Near the far wall, beneath the windows were three more Japanese bodies.

      O’Connor went to the window and poked his head out. He waved at the rest of his squad. “We’ve got a wounded man inside. Get Doc Haley.” One of the GIs ran off in the direction of Carver’s squad. O’Connor yelled, “Crenshaw, go with him.” A short bandy-legged GI nodded and took off in pursuit. “The rest of you come inside.” They nodded and moved across the alley.

      The rest of the squad stood in the room with vacant looks. Their rifle’s still smoked and the blood from the fallen Japanese seeped into the floorboards and dripped through the holes. O’Connor rallied them up. “Let’s get downstairs and take a breather while we wait for doc Haley.”

      The men nodded and moved to the stairwell. O’Connor recognized the dazed looks. He needed to keep the men busy, keep their minds off how close each had come to dying.

      Private First-Class Haley was coming through the door behind Private Crenshaw and Griffin. He slid in beside the wounded soldier. The GI was propped up against the wall clutching his right leg and moaning. Blood soaked his shredded pant leg. He was sweating and was white as a sheet. There were two other GIs hovering over him, trying to soothe him. Haley pulled a pair of scissors off his belt and cut the pant leg away. The soldier nearest turned white and vomited off to the side. Haley yelled at the GI. “Get the hell outta here if you’re such a damned pussy. Doesn’t help anything.” The GI wiped his mouth and sulked away.

      Haley redirected his focus to the wounded man. “Don’t worry about that asshole. It’s not as bad as it looks.” He read his stenciled name-tag. “Private Lewis.” He pulled out a bandage and sulfa powder. “Hell, it’s barely bleeding. I’ve seen a lot worse than this, believe me.” He poured the white powder over the meaty wound. He reached into his medic kit and pulled out a small white cylinder. He held it up for Lewis to see. “Gonna give you morphine, it’ll ease the pain.” Lewis nodded. Haley jabbed the syrete into his leg. The effect was immediate. Lewis relaxed and leaned his head back. Haley pushed the bandage onto the wound and tied it tightly around his thigh. He pulled out a marker and wrote the number ‘1’ followed by the letter ‘m’ on Lewis’s forehead.

      Haley looked around at the rest of the squad. He noticed the pile of torn up Japanese soldiers but ignored them. “Anyone else hit?”

      O’Connor shook his head. “Nah, that’s it. Thanks doc.”

      Haley nodded, “Don’t mention it. I’ve gotta get back. A few other guys got hit a few buildings over. You can leave Lewis here. I’ll have a detail swing by and get him.”

      O’Connor nodded and pointed at the soldier who’d puked. “Stay with him, Montgomery.” The soldier was still pale, but he nodded and crouched beside Lewis again. “The rest of you check your weapons and ammo. We’ve got more buildings to clear.” As if to remind them, there was firing coming from another nearby building.
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      Sam Santos was exhausted but exuberant. He’d fought alongside his Filipino brothers and sisters all night long. They’d pushed the Japanese back steadily, routing them from buildings block by bloody block.

      They’d succeeded in pushing them from most of the city, but the Japanese had set up a stout defense in the northwest corner. Sam and the rest of the partisans were ordered to stop and wait for the allies to come ashore.

      He welcomed the rest. He sat with his back to a wall and recounted the night. He thought back to the men he’d killed, picturing their faces. He wondered about their families back in Japan. Would they ever know the fate of their loved ones? Will I ever know the fate of mine?  The image of his little sister flashed across his mind and he felt a tear well up and roll down his cheek. It had been weeks since they’d taken her. He wondered if she was alive, and if she were, if she prayed for death.

      The image of his grandmother bleeding on the floor, her normally bright eyes devoid of life, assaulted him. He ground his teeth and felt the hatred fill his soul. He hoped the Japanese suffered, the parents, the wives, sons and daughters, all of them could go to hell. His brother’s face filled his mind. What will I do when I find you, brother? He knew. I’ll kill you myself.

      The sun was high when the Americans finally got to his position. He stood and watched their big tanks rumble forward and take up positions. The soldiers looked big and commanding and it seemed they all had smiles on their faces. Some had flowers in their helmet webbing where the locals had decorated. Sam thought they looked formidable in their green matching uniforms. Their weapons were shiny and looked new, unlike the M1 he carried.

      He moved to the side of a building and watched with Felipe as the American GIs took cover. An impossibly tall GI walked by them and tipped his helmet. Sam smiled and gave him a salute. The GI laughed and continued walking.

      He saw a group of GIs who looked like officers talking with Major Cruz, his old teacher. He pointed and asked Felipe, “Are those general’s?”

      Felipe laughed and shook his head. “They’re officers, but not generals. Not every officer is a general. It looks like a Captain and a Lieutenant. The ones with the stripes on their shoulders are sergeants. The one with more stripes is a platoon sergeant, I think.”

      Sam lifted his eyebrows and shook his head. “How can you remember? It seems like there’s too much to know.”

      Felipe slapped his back. “Don’t worry about it. You’re a private, the lowest rank. It’s not hard for you. They all outrank you so do what they say.”

      Sam nodded, feeling better. “I think I’d like to stay a private.”

      One of the officers broke away from the group and was trotting down the middle of the street. Sam thought it was a bad idea. A shot rang out and he instinctually crouched. The officer took off running. Another shot and the officer ran even faster. Sam thought he was the fastest person he’d ever seen.

      The Americans and Filipinos opened fire and the sniping stopped. Sam watched in fascination as the bazooka team fired into the building and the tanks followed soon after. When the smoke cleared he let out a long whistle. He pointed, “They destroyed the entire building with just a few shots. No wonder we were ordered to wait for them. They’re like gods.”

      Felipe shook his head. “They bleed the same way we do, Sam.”
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        * * *

      

      After watching the Americans with their big guns and overwhelming firepower, Sam wanted to get back in the fight. The American tanks busted through the outer walls and flooded into the last Japanese holdout.

      The Filipino fighters sat behind cover, unsure of what to do. Sam paced back and forth listening to the far-off sounds of fighting. He looked up as a low flying American fighter plane zoomed past. The guns on the wings blazed and he could see the empty shell casings falling to the ground. He was frustrated, he wanted to be a part of the action. He wanted to avenge his sister and grandmother. He wanted to kill more Japanese.

      Finally, Felipe trotted up and assembled the large group of fighters. They formed loose rows and tried to look as militarily crisp as possible, but their non-matching, filthy clothes made it difficult.

      Major Cruz appeared and she had to yell to be heard. “The Americans are meeting resistance and it will only increase the deeper they penetrate. Colonel Cushing has asked me for volunteers to act as guides for the Americans.” Every hand in the group went up instantly. Her smile seemed to fill most of her face, and Sam thought she looked beautiful. He wondered how he’d failed to notice her beauty when he was a student. “We only need thirty volunteers.” Hands went up higher some waving, vying for her attention. “The first row will go.” Those in the first row cheered and trotted forward, unslinging their weapons from their shoulders.

      Sam was in the second row and felt tears well up. He shook his head. Warriors don’t cry. I’m a warrior.

      Major Cruz felt the let-down of the remaining fighters. “This is not the end of the fight. The Japanese are not defeated on this island and certainly not the Philippines. You will have many more opportunities to fight.” She flashed the ‘V’ for victory sign and the fighters cheered.

      Sam felt dejected despite Major Cruz’s assurances. He yearned to fight and fighting alongside the Americans would be a dream come true. They’d been kicking the Japanese like dogs for years. He could learn a lot from them.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later Felipe came running into the building Sam was dozing in. He found Sam and kicked his prostate body. “Get up. You’re needed at the front.”

      Sam was up like a flash. He grabbed his rifle and trotted behind Felipe into the evening light. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “What’s happened?”

      Continuing to trot, Felipe panted, “Juan Chavez was killed by a sniper. You’ll be his replacement.”

      The news sobered him and he felt a flash of fear. He wanted to fight more than anything, but what would keep him from the same fate as Juan; a far more experienced fighter?

      Felipe noticed Sam’s pace slowed a fraction. “Having second thoughts?”

      His tone angered Sam and he lashed out. “Course not. Juan was a good man. He’ll be missed.”

      “Indeed.”

      Sam followed Felipe through the holes the tanks had left. They kept to the sides of the street, weaving in and out of cover. Soon Sam heard the rumble of idling tanks. Felipe looked back at him. “The Americans are just ahead. The streets were too narrow for their tanks.”

      They ran a few more blocks then came up on a group of American soldiers. They were sitting with their backs against building walls, sipping water. Sam saw a few Filipinos amongst them. He recognized them from the work camp.

      Felipe trotted up to a group of soldiers. A red-haired GI with stripes on his shoulders greeted them. “Felipe, you’ve returned.”

      Felipe nodded and indicated Sam. “Your new guide. He knows the city well. Sam, this is Sergeant O’Connor.”

      Sam snapped off what he hoped was a snappy salute. O’Connor reached out and pulled his hand down. “Don’t salute out here, boy. Jap snipers will think I’m an officer and put a bullet through my head.” Sam was embarrassed and lowered his gaze. O’Connor addressed Felipe. “Christ almighty. He’s just a kid. You sure he knows what he’s doing?”

      Sam looked up and balled his fists. Before Felipe could answer, Sam seethed, “I know what I’m doing, Sergeant. I know the city.”

      Felipe backed him up. “He fought well all night. A real tiger.” He slapped Sam’s back.

      O’Connor nodded. “Okay. Take it easy, kid.” He pointed to his men. “We’re awaiting orders to advance. This first block was well defended, slowed us down a bit. We’re waiting for the rest of the company to move up, maybe get the tanks involved.” He pointed down the debris filled street. “We took care of the sniper that killed Juan, but we can expect more of that shit. We have men in the next two buildings. They haven’t run into anything more than snipers. Seems like the Japs have pulled back. Can you think of someplace they might be holed up?”

      Felipe rubbed his chin. Sam nodded. “The plaza. It’s in the center of this district. If they occupied the buildings on the far side, there’s an open space you’d have to cross.”

      Felipe nodded confirming Sam’s idea. “Yes, it would be a likely spot for a last stand.”

      O’Connor asked, “How far?”

      “Two kilometers or less.”

      “Okay. You’ll lead us there. We’ll be moving forward within the hour. Make sure you have enough ammo.”

      Sam nodded, “I’m ready when you are, Sergeant.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later Able Company moved forward through the deserted streets. The going was slow, having to clear each block. They didn’t run into any more snipers and resistance was light.

      Sam was ordered to stay near the back and give any advice on their movement through the city. He felt useless. He wasn’t able to give the Americans any advice. There was nothing to do but move from building to building. He felt confident they’d find the Japanese at the plaza. He wracked his brain, trying to come up with something that would help the GIs, but there was nothing to do but advance until they found the Japanese.

      When they were a block from the plaza, Sam moved forward and found Sergeant O’Connor. He liked the American even though he knew he thought of Sam as a child. “The plaza is just ahead.”

      O’Connor waved his men forward and they leapfrogged through the buildings and streets, covering one another as they went. The rest of the company was spread out to either side, advancing carefully. Occasionally there’d be a shot, but nothing sustained.

      Sam stayed on O’Connor’s tail as he moved forward. They stopped at the entrance to the plaza. In the center, there was a fountain which hadn’t seen water since the Japanese arrived. The space was wide and long. It looked like it used to be a park. There were play structures and sculptures which were overgrown with grass and vines. The jungle was slowly reclaiming the area. They crouched in a doorway. Sam pointed across the park. “Those buildings.”

      O’Connor nodded. “Yeah, that’s where I’d set up.” He studied the far building’s windows. He couldn’t see any obvious signs of Japanese, but he figured they were there.

      A runner from Platoon Sergeant Carver’s squad sprinted across the street and slid in beside O’Connor and Sam. O’Connor scooted into the back of the doorway. “What you got, Perkins?”

      “The rest of the company is spread along this line. The flanks are going to move through the buildings surrounding the plaza. You’re to stay here and provide cover. The tanks are maneuvering through the streets along the edge of the district with the help of the Filipino guides, but they won’t be here for another half hour. Captain Flannigan doesn’t wanna wait.”

      O’Connor licked his lips and nodded. “Okay, got it.” Private Perkins ran across the street zigzagging all the way. O’Connor signaled the men watching him. They moved to find better cover and spots to shoot from.

      O’Connor looked at the door behind him. He moved Sam aside and tried the handle, but it was locked. “Move back.” He kicked the door at the handle level and it splintered. He moved into the building. It looked like an apartment. There was a bed, and a kitchen with a rusted sink.

      A flight of stairs led up to the second floor and he was about to move to it when Sam grabbed his arm and held him. O’Connor shook him off and glared. Sam pointed. “Trap.”

      Two more GIs entered the building and crouched. They swept the room with their carbines. O’Connor studied the stairwell and saw the odd-looking pile of wood on the second step. It looked out of place, like it had been put there intentionally. He signaled for the men to move behind cover. He lifted his carbine to his shoulder and sighted in. He fired and pulled his head behind the corner. The stack of wood toppled and there was a dull thud of something heavy falling to the first step. The grenade blast reverberated in the enclosed space and made Sam’s ears ring. Dust and debris filled the room.

      O’Connor clutched the nearest GI. “Warn the others to look for booby traps.” The GI nodded and sprinted out the door.

      Another blast from the building across the street made them flinch. The screaming that followed, told them the warning came too late. O’Connor cursed, “Shit!” O’Connor stared into Sam’s wide eyes and nodded. He didn’t speak but Sam knew he was thanking him for saving his life. Sam tried to keep stoic and hard, but he couldn’t keep the smile from spreading. “How’d you know?”

      Sam swallowed against a dry throat. “We saw many of them last night.”

      Firing erupted from the buildings to their left. O’Connor walked up the shredded, smoking stairwell, looking for more booby traps. The second floor was empty except for a wooden chair. There was a blown-out window facing the plaza. A flower box hung from the outside of the window and weeds draped from it like green hair.

      O’Connor moved to the side of the window, careful to stay hidden. He peered across the plaza at the far buildings. He saw flashes of movement in the windows. There was more firing from the adjacent buildings. The intensity, told him the rest of the company was meeting stiff resistance. He yelled, “Open fire!”

      The GIs didn’t need coaxing. M1s and .30 caliber machine guns opened up and the buildings across the plaza sparked and large chunks of plaster and wood splintered and tore. O’Connor leaned out his window and poured fire into the window seventy-five yards away.

      Sam flinched at the roar of all the weapons. He was impressed with the sheer volume of fire the Americans were able to bring. He wanted to fire, but there was only one window and not enough room for both of them. He dove to the ground when he heard the buzzing of bullets smacking into the walls. A large chunk of wall behind him cascaded down. More bullets lanced into the room. He covered his head and moved to the back. O’Connor was on the ground too, holding his helmet.

      The M1s and machine guns continued firing, not giving up the advantage. The intensity of enemy fire slowly diminished. The room was filled with dust and O’Connor choked and coughed. Sam shuffled to his side. “Are you injured, sir?”

      “Nah, I’m fine.” Staying low, he ran to the stairs and went to the first floor. Private Gilson was at the side door, leaning out firing his M1. O’Connor tapped his shoulder and spoke into his ear. “Find Vincent and Pullman. We need the bazooka on the top floor. If you see Craig, have him put grenades into the buildings directly across.” Gilson nodded and fired again, then ran into the street. O’Connor watched him zigzagging his way to the next block. Geysers of dirt spouted up behind him. He dove into the recessed doorway across the street. He flashed O’Connor a thumb up and went into the building.

      O’Connor went back up the stairs. The volume of fire had dropped off considerably. The .30 calibers kept hammering away in short bursts and rifle fire continued. The firing from the adjacent buildings had also subsided. O’Connor wondered about their progress. He knew Platoon Sergeant Carver was leading the left flanking maneuver. Hope that love struck son-of-a-bitch is keeping his head in the game.

      An image of Major Cruz filled his mind. He wondered if she was safe. The thought of her injured or dead made him reel and he shook his head. What the hell’s the matter with me? I haven’t spoken two words with her. No matter how he scolded himself, he couldn’t shake her image. There was something about her, something about the fleeting look they shared that made him care.

      The clatter of GIs scrambling up the stairs pulled him from his thoughts. Private Pullman and Vincent entered the room. Vincent was leading, holding his stovepipe and grinning. “You called?”

      There was an explosion at the base of the building across the plaza and O’Connor realized Gilson had found Craig and he was arcing rifle grenades where he’d directed.

      “Stay down.” O’Connor pointed through the window. “Think you can put a couple shells through that far window? The second from the right in the building directly across.”

      Vincent put the bazooka on the floor and looked at the target. There was a muzzle flash. He ducked but the bullet wasn’t aimed at him. He grinned. “Does Betty Grable need chest support?” he answered his own question, “Hell yes.” Sam stared at the duo as Vincent aimed, and Pullman loaded.

      O’Connor noticed Sam’s confusion. “Betty Grable has big tits.” He pretended to bounce imaginary breasts.

      Sam’s confusion turned to an embarrassed smile and he repeated the word several times. “Tits.”

      His accented English made the soldiers grin. Pullman slapped Vincent’s helmet and stepped to the side. He checked behind and motioned for Sam to move. “Don’t wanna get your tits blown off.” Sam looked confused again but moved. O’Connor moved back and Pullman said, “You’re all clear.”

      Vincent was in a crouch, several yards back from the window frame. He found the window across the plaza and steadied his reticle just above and to the right. He blew out his breath and applied gentle pressure to the trigger. The whoosh surprised them all, despite knowing it was coming.

      The rocket shot out the window and trailed a thin trail of white smoke. O’Connor watched it slam into the side of the window frame and explode. The explosion was small, but the effect was dramatic. Part of the wall broke away and crashed to the ground in a flurry of dust. Vincent cussed. “Dammit, load me again. I’ll get it this time.”

      O’Connor shook his head. “No, get down the stairs, now!” He pushed Vincent to move and they ran down the stairs as bullets poured through the window. They took cover in the stairwell. Bullets smacked and thudded into the walls. The intensity of the .30 calibers increased, trying to suppress the Japanese. They stayed in the stairwell until the firing died down.

      Private Gilson poked his head around the corner. “You guys alright?”

      O’Connor nodded. “There’s still a bunch of ‘em over there.” Gilson spit a dark stream of tobacco juice onto the wall and nodded.

      Private Vincent spoke up, “I can get my next shot through that window.”

      O’Connor shook his head. “I need to know what’s happening  with the assault. Don’t wanna fire on our own troops. Besides, you hit the target. That little piece of real-estate’s unusable.”

      O’Connor moved to the doorway and watched his men continuing to pour fire across the plaza. The fountain was pockmarked with countless bullet impacts. He wondered when they’d be ordered to cross the deadly expanse.

      His two-man .30 caliber machine gun crew was laying down behind a pile of rubble, the tripod perched amongst the debris. They were hammering out short bursts. O’Connor figured they were probably due for a barrel change out.
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      General Manjome wasn’t happy with his current situation. The Filipino resistance had completely surprised him with their ferocity the night before. His troops were scattered, and in an effort to consolidate his remaining soldiers, he’d been forced to retreat to the far corner of the cursed city. Now his two thousand remaining soldiers were packed into a city block. The Americans had finally shown up and were threatening to overwhelm him.

      “Captain Ito!” he yelled.

      A thin officer with prominent cheek-bones appeared and went ramrod straight. “Sir.”

      “We need to keep the Americans off us while we move to our bunker positions in the jungle. The Americans will bomb us at any moment. We’ll be slaughtered. If we get to the bunkers we’ll be able to hold them off indefinitely.” Captain Ito knew their situation and nodded. The general continued. “We need a diversion.” He stared hard at his Captain. He’d served him well for many years and he respected his fighting spirit. “Choose a junior Lieutenant to lead an attack across the courtyard. We’ll escape out the back before the Americans seal it off.”

      Captain Ito nodded his understanding and said, “Hai. I’ll send Lieutenant Sato.” The General nodded and Captain Ito went to find his lieutenant.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Ito found Lieutenant Sato in the bottom floor of the centermost building. He had his submachine gun aimed and fired off a short burst. Captain Ito crouched and entered the room. The troops stiffened when they saw the officer in their midst. They weren’t the hardened fighters he’d fought alongside for so many years. Those soldiers had been sent to defend Leyte weeks before. These soldiers were leftovers, but they’d served him well. He wondered if last nights debacle would have happened if he still had his veterans.

      There was no use wondering, it hadn’t happened that way. These men, had fought well, doing the best they could. Lieutenant Sato was the reason many of the men were still alive. He’d kept his company together and fought the damned natives well, making them bleed for their betrayal. Now he’d sacrifice himself and his men for the greater good of what was left of the division.

      “Lieutenant Sato.” The stocky Lieutenant stopped firing and looked over his shoulder. Keeping low he trotted to the doorway Captain Ito peered from. Captain Ito moved into the hallway, out of the direct path of bullets. He waved his underling to follow and went through another room. When they were both inside he shut the flimsy door. Lieutenant Sato saluted and he saluted back. “General Manjome is moving the rest of the division back to the prepared bunkers before the Americans succeed in encircling us here.”

      Lieutenant Sato nodded. “Good. We wouldn’t last long here. I’ll ready the men.”

      Captain Ito shook his head. “You and your platoons will stay here and keep the Americans occupied.” Lieutenant Sato’s eyes hardened and he looked the captain in the eyes. “General Manjome has ordered you to lead your men across the plaza. You’re to attack the Americans.”

      Lieutenant Sato nodded his head then bowed. “It will be an honor, sir.”

      Captain Ito lifted his chin and looked down at the diminutive soldier. “You do me, General Manjome, and the entire Empire of Japan great honor.”

      Lieutenant Sato lifted his gaze and stiffened his back. His salute snapped into place and Captain Ito returned it. He looked at his gold watch, a gift from his wife he hadn’t seen in three years. “Attack in ten minutes, Lieutenant.” Sato looked at his own watch and marked the time. “Carry on.”

      Lieutenant Sato clicked his heels and went back to his men. He peered into the room and got the attention of his First sergeant. “Organize the men, we’re attacking in ten minutes.”

      The suicide order had no effect on the sergeant. He simply grunted, “Hai,” and followed the order.

      The fire coming from the American lines tapered as the Japanese huddled behind cover and prepared for the attack. They reloaded and affixed bayonets to their rifles. They took long drinks of their precious water, knowing they’d not get another chance.

      At eight minutes Lieutenant Sato addressed the men. “Second platoon will stay back and provide cover until our forward units reach the fountain. Then you will follow. We will not stop for anything. Once across the plaza we will skewer the yankees and kill the murdering Filipinos. We will take no prisoners.”

      The men yelled in a lusty battle cry. Sato looked at his watch, it was time. He stood and raised his submachine gun over his head. “Attack!” The men yelled and surged forward while the soldiers of the second platoon fired into the buildings and streets beyond.

      Lieutenant Sato pushed his way through the narrow doorway and sprinted straight ahead. He saw winking flashes ahead. He thought he could feel the heartbeats of the men following him. Bullets whizzed past him like angry hornets. He heard meaty impacts and grunts as his soldiers were hit, but he continued forward.

      The fountain was his goal. He heard the sickening sound of the American machine gun opening up. He wondered why it had taken so long. The .30 caliber bullets ripped into his men, tearing holes in his advancing line, but the soldiers behind kept pushing past their fallen comrades. The fountain was only twenty yards ahead. He could see distinct faces behind the helmets of the Americans. They looked hard and wholly evil.

      He dove the last few feet and slammed into the side of the stone fountain. He could feel it shuddering with countless impacts. He went to his knees and aimed his submachine gun at the nearest building. He could see winking flashes coming from the window. He pulled the trigger, sending a ten-round burst into the darkness. He didn’t wait to see if he’d hit anything. He ducked beneath cover and came up shooting from another angle. His bullets smacked into the pile of rocks and wood in front of the American machine gun.

      He ducked. The trail of fallen soldiers leading to the fountain gave him pause. His men were all around him, firing their long Arisaka rifles. Many had fallen, but more had made it this far. The second platoon broke from cover and started the long run. He yelled, “Let’s go! Attack!”

      He pulled a type 99 grenade from his belt and pulled the pin. He smacked the top against the stone fountain and hurled it in the direction of the machine gun nest. He leaped into the dry pool and shuffled the few yards to the other side. He leveled his machine gun and fired a burst from the hip. The stone wall of the fountain exploded in dust and rock chips as American bullets impacted, but nothing hit him. His exploding grenade sent a cloud of dust sweeping over the American position. He yelled and leaped over the fountain wall. There was forty yards of open space to cover. He could see the yankee’s eyes. He swept his muzzle across their lines as he ran and emptied his thirty-two-round magazine.

      The dust and smoke thickened and he struggled to see targets. Bullets whizzed past and smacked into men behind him, but every step brought him closer to the American lines. He went to a knee and quickly swapped out the magazine. He waved his arm, “Follow me!” He’d take his men through the American lines and kill as many as he could.

      The smoke cleared slightly and he noticed a hulking mass filling the street directly to his front. His heart sank when he realized it was an American tank. He had to get close enough to make the main gun ineffective. He had to get behind it. The great cannon erupted and sent a 75mm shell lancing past his head. He could feel the heat. The shell disintegrated the fountain, sending stone and flesh in every direction.

      Lieutenant Sato could feel the concussive heat sweep over his back, but he kept running. The .30 caliber muzzle poking out the front of the tank slewed toward him. The muzzle looked immense. He leveled his MP34 and fired as he ran. The green metal sparked like it was sizzling, but had no other effect.

      Ten more yards and he’d be beyond the arc of the gun. His hopes were shattered when the machine gun erupted in flame and the heavy bullets slammed into his soft flesh. Sato felt nothing, but suddenly his legs wouldn’t work and he was falling. He tried to yell in frustration, but there was only silence. His head smacked the hard ground and his helmet rolled off his head. He watched it settle onto its back. The slow back and forth motion lulling his senses. Then only blackness.
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        * * *

      

      General Manjome heard the attack start. The increased volume of fire left no doubt. “Move the men, Captain.”

      Captain Ito barked an order and the lead elements of what was left of the division moved out the back, led by one of the only remaining loyal Filipinos. Ito had his pistol out and ready. He was right behind the guide. In English he said, “If you betray us, you’ll be the first to die, Berto.”

      Berto Santos looked Captain Ito in the eye. “I will be killed if my countrymen find me. Even if I helped them find you, they’d still kill me. My people do not forget, ever.”

      Captain Ito nodded. He doubted the treasonous scum would betray them, but traitors could never be fully trusted. The jungle was right up against the back of the city here. The Filipino moved along the edge, looking for something. Finally, he pointed and went seemingly into a wall of green. After a few yards a little-used path seemed to spring from nowhere. Berto led them through dense jungle.

      The main road leading out the back of the city was lightly defended by Filipinos and the Japanese could have easily overrun the position, but the Americans would arrive soon to seal off the area, and there could be no delay. General Manjome wanted his troops to slip away without being noticed and the trail was perfect.

      Berto trotted along the trail. It was well hidden and until today, the Japanese didn’t know of its existence. Berto assured them it led deep into the jungle and passed close to the bunker system.

      Soon the remaining troops of General Manjome’s division arrived undetected at the bunkers. They quickly spread throughout the well-hidden and well stockpiled structure. Machine guns were placed in the gun ports, mortars were readied in the covered gun pits and for the first time that day, the Japanese soldiers ate without worrying for their lives.

      General Manjome looked out the gun-port of his central bunker and nodded. “The Americans will find us soon enough, and when they do, they’ll wish they hadn’t. We have an excellent chance to keep them here indefinitely.”

      Captain Ito nodded, “Yes sir. The men are ready to stand and fight to the last.”
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      Platoon Sergeant Carver stood beside Sergeant O’Connor and looked over the courtyard. It was littered with what looked like a full company of Japanese soldiers. “Looks like they got close.”

      O’Connor nodded. “They might’ve overrun us if the tank jockeys didn’t show up when they did.” He pointed toward the remains of the .30 caliber machine gun position. “Jap grenade took out our thirty crew, left us lacking some firepower.” He looked at his boots. “Killed the gunner, Corporal Skinner. The loader, Watkins was shaken up, but he’ll be okay.”

      “Any other casualties?”

      “Crenshaw got knocked out. Bullet creased his scalp, but he’s fine.” He motioned behind him. “He’s getting patched up with Doc Haley. Robertson took a round to the head. He’s gone.” He brushed some ash off his M1. “How’d you fare? I heard an awful lot of shooting coming from your direction.”

      Carver pulled the brim of his helmet back and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Lost Culligan and Frost. The Japs didn’t wanna give up their flank. It’d just gotten quiet when they attacked across the courtyard. There was no one firing at us. It was like shooting fish in a barrel. Boys were whooping and hollering like it was opening day of duck season.” He took his helmet off and looked over the mass of bodies. “They never had a chance.”

      “Yeah well, good thing.”

      “Fact is, they were a diversion. The rest of ‘em squirted out the back and disappeared somehow. We’ve got men back there, a light screen that was being built up, but they didn’t see a thing.”

      “Tunnels?”

      “Nah, we found their tracks. They used a well-hidden little game trail. It cuts through a thick creek-bed, right through our guys.” He shook his head. “They’re holed up in some kind of bunker system in the jungle. Looks like a tough nut to crack.”

      Sam Santos perked up. “Did you say bunkers?”

      Platoon Sergeant Carver noticed the young Filipino for the first time. “You know something about that?”

      Sam nodded. “I helped build it, along with many others. We were forced to work. I know it very well.”

      Carver looked at O’Connor who gave him a nod, Sam could be trusted. “You think you could draw us a picture?  Sure would help to know what we’re getting into.”

      Sam smiled and nodded. “Piece of cake.” He said it slow, unsure it was the correct phrase.

      O’Connor laughed and slapped his back. “You got it, Sam. Need to get you to Lieutenant Swan.”
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        * * *

      

      Sam and Felipe were back in the warehouse where they’d been chained every night. The chains were gone, and the space was filled with tables and the hustle of a headquarters. The miserable hours spent in squalor and captivity seemed a lifetime ago, though it had only been a few days.

      They stood at a table with a large map of the island spread before them. General Arnold, Colonel Cushing, Captain Flannigan, and Lieutenant Swan stood on the other side along with other high-ranking officers.

      Felipe did most of the talking. Sam hoped no one would ask him a question. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to talk. He was afraid he’d sputter and embarrass himself in front of the great men. How had he come to be standing in front of these towering, king-like Americans? Days before he’d been chained to the floor of this very building, eating worm filled rice. The difference was astounding and hard to wrap his head around.

      Felipe circled an area on the map with the nub of a pencil. “The bunkers are interconnected by trenches and tunnels. They zigzag. Nothing’s straight. There are ten bunkers, each have two machine gun ports. Just behind them are wider trenches with heavy wooden covers that can be opened and closed to fire mortars. I don’t know these weapons but they have a lot of them and they’re big.”

      Sam opened his mouth, trying to speak, but nothing came out. General Arnold leaned across the table. “You have something to add, son?”

      Sam stared and managed a nod. He swallowed as all eyes were on him. His voice sounded small and weak. “Yes. Yes sir. They have twenty-four of them. The mortars. I counted them.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why I did that.”

      General Arnold grinned. “Well, I’m glad you did. Every bit of information’s valuable. Tell us everything you know about it.”

      They spent the next hour filling in everything they remembered. Major Cruz arrived. She added her own memories. When they finished drawing up a detailed schematic of the bunkers, Major Cruz shook her head. “We should have known General Manjome would retreat to the bunkers. We could have occupied them ourselves and cut them to shreds.”

      Colonel Cushing shook his head. “It’s my failure Major. Mine alone.”

      General Arnold shook his head. “Nonsense. No one can predict the future. You’re Filipinos gave us this city with minimal casualties. I hate to think where we’d be without you.” He returned his attention to the map. “We’ve got the precise coordinates of this place. We’ll gather our forces tonight and let the navy and artillery boys pound the crap out of ‘em all night. We’ll see what’s left in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, despite the coming battle, felt like a celebration. Able Company was spread across a city block. The locals pulled out food and drink they’d been hiding from the Japanese for years. There were fire pits with various forms of meat cooking on spits. The sizzle and drip of huge lizards didn’t look appetizing, but the taste surprised the Americans brave enough to try. There was music playing on every corner and the Filipino women strutted around in their finest clothes trying to attract the attention of the Americans. It wasn’t hard to do.

      Platoon Sergeant Carver was sitting on a box of .30 caliber ammunition reading a letter in the dim light of a fire. His hands were black with dirt, grime and gunpowder, but he was careful not to smudge the precious paper. He’d read the letter fifty times through and had it memorized. He concentrated on the curved lines of Lilly’s fine penmanship, thinking about her strong hands clutching the pen. Those same hands had brought him so much pleasure.

      He brought the letter to his nose again and closed his eyes as he caught the hint of her smell. It seemed out of place here. It reminded him that the constant smell of rot and decay he’d become so used to, wasn’t the only smell in the world. There was still goodness in the world beyond the war. It smelled like the future.

      The whoop of a soldier brought him back to reality. Up and down the street he could see the forms of his men in silhouette. They were laughing, lifting bottles of local hooch and clutching at eager young Filipino women. The background noise of thumping artillery and the flashes of light to the west reminded him that while his men celebrated, the Japanese occupiers, less than a mile away were catching hell.

      He thought about the morning. Able Company would be leading the attack again. He folded the letter and carefully re-inserted it into the envelope. He tucked it into his breast pocket and patted it. He took a deep breath wondering if he’d ever see Lilly again.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant O’Connor walked amongst his celebrating men. The orders were clear, they’d be attacking in the morning. The men needed to rest and prepare, but that wasn’t happening, and he didn’t give a shit. The men needed to blow off steam. They’d spent the entire day in combat and would do so again in a few hours. Let them have their fun.

      Many Filipino women had thrown themselves at him as he walked, but he’d quietly pushed them all away. He was as young and red-blooded as the rest of the men, but he was only interested in one Filipino woman. He hadn’t been able to get Major Celine Cruz out of his head since meeting her the day before. He knew it was folly, she was an officer and a foreigner, but the fact remained.

      He walked aimlessly through the many parties surrounding bonfires. He told himself he was keeping the men in-line. Making sure they weren’t getting too out of hand, but he kept his eyes peeled for the fiery freedom fighter.

      He’d come to the edge of the city and stopped at a raging bonfire surrounded by dancing and gyrating GIs and Filipinos. He had his carbine slung over his shoulder and he held his hands out to the heat. A drunk Private Vincent stumbled into him. “Sarge? That you? It is you.” He held out a piece of white meat skewered on the end of a stick. “You gotta try this. It’s delicious,” he slurred the last word making it sound anything but.

      O’Connor eyed the meat. He recognized the dark skin of a lizard. He shook his head. “No thanks, Vincent.”

      He pushed the stick away, but Vincent wouldn’t take no for an answer. “You gotta try it. You gotta. It’s delicious.”

      O’Connor eyed the soldier. He was swaying on his feet, held up by the small Filipino at his side whose smile could melt the icecaps. He was about to refuse again, when another voice he recognized joined. “It tastes like chicken, Sergeant.”

      Relief flooded O’Connor. He realized he’d been worried for Major Cruz’s safety. He turned away from Vincent and faced the diminutive Major. He stared at her soft features. She wore brown, baggy pants and a rumpled brown shirt, two sizes too large. She looked like a child, but her eyes were those of a hardened combat veteran. She smiled and he thought his heart would burst from his chest. “You led your men well today, Sergeant.”

      He shook his head, reminding himself. She’s an officer. “Thank you, Major, but we couldn’t have done it without you and your fighters.”

      She nodded. “Walk with me, won’t you?” She turned from the revelry of the dancers and walked down the street. He tripped but caught himself and walked beside her. They moved away from the bonfire. O’Connor could hear Private Vincent regaling the poor Filipino girl with war stories. Major Cruz smiled. “They deserve a little relaxation. It was a long day.”

      O’Connor replied, “They’re acting like the whole thing’s over. We attack the bunkers in the morning and that won’t be an easy nut to crack.” She looked at him curiously and he explained. “It won’t be easy, that’s what I mean.”

      She giggled and he thought it was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard. Her face hardened. “I was married once. A good man, but foolish. He fought the Japanese when they first invaded.” She stared at the ground, remembering. “They made an example of him. Strung him up in the center of town naked and whipped him. He bled to death.” She stopped and looked into O’Connor’s blue eyes. “He used to look at me the same way you do.” O’Connor started to apologize, but she stopped him. “I miss that look.”

      He stared down at her. The distant firelight danced in her brown eyes. He bent forward, wondering if this was really happening. She pulled him to her and their lips touched tenderly, then with more force as the passion coursed through their bodies.

      She broke away and he felt drunk. She clutched his hand and pulled him after her. In a lusty voice she murmured, “I know a quiet, comfortable place.” O’Connor thought she could lead him straight into a meat grinder and he wouldn’t care. He didn’t think he could be any happier, but she proved him wrong.
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        * * *

      

      Long before the morning light, Major Celine Cruz was out of bed and dressed. The dim light of a lantern glowed and she gazed at Sergeant O’Connor. He was sprawled naked on the bed, his short cropped, red hair in stark contrast to the white pillow. She smiled, remembering the night of lovemaking. He had pleased her and made her feel things she didn’t believe she’d ever feel again. Their first coupling had been lust-filled, almost violent. She could feel his need, his power, and she relished every second. The second and third were slower and more passionate. She thought he must be inexperienced, but he was a natural.

      He felt her studying him and he opened an eye. He sat up and rubbed the sleep away. She smiled, “Good morning, Sergeant.”

      He grinned, “I think you can call me Sean, Major.”

      She giggled. “And you should continue to call me major, particularly when we make love.”

      He laughed, “Yes, sir … ma’am.” He checked his watch and jolted, becoming fully awake. “Damn, that night ended far too quickly.”

      She nodded and threw him his dirty, smelly shirt. “Get dressed. As you said, the bunkers will be a ‘hard nut?’”

      He grinned. “Yeah, something like that.” He swung his legs to the side of the bed and stood. He reached for her hand and she gave it to him. He looked into her eyes. “I’m hoping that wasn’t a one-time thing?” She smiled but didn’t respond. “I mean, if it was then fine, but … well I’m just hoping it wasn’t.”

      Her eyes hardened and she gave his hand a squeeze. “I hope the same thing, but you know as well as I do … about war.”

      He stood and pulled her into his arms. They held each other tight. No more words needed to be spoken. They understood the dangers of the many days still to come.
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      Platoon Sergeant Carver and Sergeant O’Connor were huddled behind a rock outcropping, three-hundred yards from the edge of the jungle. The cruisers and destroyers had been hammering the bunker complex off and on all night. Now it was the flyboys turn.

      In the early morning light, streaking fighters lanced in and dropped five-hundred-pound bombs. The ground shook with each detonation. When their bombs were gone, they circled back and strafed until they were completely dry, then another squadron of different planes would repeat the process.

      Private Hanks held the radio out to Lieutenant Swan. Swan took the handset and after identifying himself, listened. He nodded and handed it back to Hanks. He relayed their instructions. “We’re attacking in fifteen minutes. We’re moving up with the light armor, the halftracks. Command is thinking the bunkers are knocked out from the pounding they took last night and this morning.” He checked to make sure his carbine magazine was tight. “We’re gonna find out.”

      Sergeant O’Connor shook his head. Private Hanks asked, “You don’t think they’re knocked out, Sarge?”

      O’Connor glared at Hanks. “The Japs are never finished. We have to kill ‘em one by one. They don’t surrender and don’t give up. Even if the bunkers are pulverized, I guarantee the Japs have plenty of fight left in ‘em.” He chambered a round. “You’d think command would understand that by now.”

      Swan ignored the comment. “Our company’s going in right behind the halftracks. The mortars will lay down smoke, that’s our signal to move out.”

      Carver and O’Connor nodded and started to move off to their respective squads. Carver reached out and clutched O’Connor’s arm. “You okay?”

      O’Connor shook his arm loose. “Yeah, I’m okay. Why you ask?”

      Carver shrugged. “I don’t know, just seem different this morning.” O’Connor ignored him and moved to his squad.

      The clanking of halftracks pulling forward and sitting at idle was all O’Connor could hear. A faint whiff of Celine’s scent pierced the heavy smell of gasoline. His head spun as he recalled her body and the wonderful sensations from the night before. He shook his head, gotta concentrate on the task at hand or I’m a dead man.

      He wondered what role she’d be playing, if any, during the attack. Surely, they’d leave this kind of assault to the more heavily armed Americans. The Filipinos showed their worth as fighters but they didn’t know how to work with armor in an assault. Knowing she was out of danger eased his mind. I’ve got enough to worry about without worrying about her.

      The arcing whistle of mortar shells shook him from his thoughts. He yelled over the din of the halftracks. “That’s the smoke. Give it some time to work, then we go.”

      The jungle ahead disappeared in a thick layer of white and gray smoke. The halftrack engines roared and they lurched forward in a staggered line. O’Connor waved his arm forward and the men stood and walked, keeping pace with the armor. Atop each halftrack a soldier manned a .50 caliber machine gun with armor shielding. There were two more GIs riding inside, along with the driver. They were bazooka teams. The idea was to get them close enough to the bunkers to jump out and put fire into them. The infantry’s job was to cover the bazooka teams and overwhelm the bunkers.

      They entered the smoke screen and the smoldering jungle. The bunker system was another fifty yards. The halftracks slowed to maneuver. The jungle was sparse, but still a factor. The buzzing sound of a Japanese Nambu machine gun cut through the engine and tread noise. O’Connor ducked as he saw sparks tinkling on the side of the nearest halftrack. The gunner responded by swiveling the .50 caliber and depressing the trigger. The heavy thumping drowned out the Japanese guns. The halftrack spewed exhaust as the driver gunned it forward.

      O’Connor waved the men forward. They had to stay close to the halftracks even though every fiber in his body was telling him to avoid them like the plague.

      More fire ripped up and down the line. O’Connor yelled, “They’re still kicking alright. Don’t bunch up but keep covering the halftracks.” He had to trot to keep up now. The smoke hung in the jungle like a thick web. The halftracks were dim silhouettes sparking with ricochets and muzzle flashes. He searched for the enemy positions but couldn’t see any through the smoke.

      The whistling of mortars froze his blood. “Incoming,” he yelled. The halftrack directly in front of him suddenly blossomed with fire. It lurched to a stop and burned. The gunner was gone, the big gun pointing straight up. O’Connor instinctively dove to the ground. He still couldn’t see anything, but he felt bullets whizzing over his head. More bright flashes in the smoke told him more halftracks were being obliterated.

      He made a quick decision. He got to his knees and yelled, “Let’s go, move up!” The men didn’t hesitate. O’Connor held his carbine in front and ran in a crouch to a thick palm beside the burning halftrack. He could make out other GIs ducking into cover all around him. The halftrack was charred and he noticed the front had a large, jagged hole. Direct hit. “Cover me!” He didn’t wait for a response but got to his feet and ran forward to the next palm. He heard his men firing into the smoke. The ground shook as geysers of dirt erupted with mortar strikes. He heard GIs screaming in agony.

      He brought his M1 up and fired a spread of five shots, while his squad leapfrogged past him. Then he was up and running. A light breeze sifted through and the smoke dissipated. The landscape was suddenly clear and visible. The pounding from the naval artillery and the air attacks had turned the area into a wasteland of smoking craters, but the heavily fortified bunkers still poked up with their deadly firing ports and slits. They were pockmarked, but for the most part, intact.

      O’Connor took in the scene and yelled. “Bunkers front! Take cover!” The tree he was behind splintered and shredded as bullets slammed into it. He made himself as small a target as possible as the air to either side came alive with bullets. He watched in horror as Private Crenshaw tried to crawl to safety, but bullets stitched him from head to toe and he rolled out of sight.

      He could still hear the roar of halftrack engines and the hammering of .50 caliber machine guns, but the two nearest his squad were burning pyres. The Japanese fire suddenly stopped and he took the opportunity to run forward and hurl himself into the bottom of a bomb crater. More GIs joined him and they huddled as the gunners finished reloading then continued to fire. Mortar rounds impacted randomly, sending shards of hot metal in every direction.

      Private Griffin clutched O’Connor’s shoulder and with wide, panicked eyes stuttered, “What do we do Sarge? What the fuck do we do?”

      O’Connor shrugged out of his grip and crawled to the top of the crater. He peered out then ducked back down. “Listen up! The nearest bunker’s forty yards away. It’s got us covered, but I don’t think they know where we are. They’re firing at something off to the left, probably a halftrack.” The huddled GIs looked pathetic, but they listened to their sergeant who’d gotten them this far. “We can take ‘em.”

      Private Griffin was almost crying. “What about the halftracks and the bazooka crews? They’re supposed to take ‘em out, not us.”

      “The fucking halftracks are gone along with the bazooka teams. It’s up to us now.” He slid to the bottom of the hole and gripped Griffin’s arms. He squeezed until Griffin tried to pull away, but O’Connor squeezed harder and leaned in close. “Pull yourself together, soldier. Now!” Griffin looked down and wiped his nose. He gave O’Connor a short nod. A mortar round landed near the front of their hole and sent thick, black dirt onto them. “We can’t stay here.”

      O’Connor pulled a smoke grenade from his belt. “I’m gonna throw this, when it goes off I want you three,” he pointed at the nearest GIs, “to lay down fire on the gun-ports.” He gripped Griffin’s shoulder. “Griffin and I will run to the side of the ports and throw in grenades.” He gripped a fragmentation grenade. Griffin turned another shade of white but didn’t say a word. O’Connor looked him in the eye and Griffin gritted his teeth and nodded.

      The battle was raging over their heads. Japanese machine guns were now dominating the battle. A few .50 calibers were still in the mix, but O’Connor decided most must be out of business. He wondered how the rest of the company was faring. More men had rolled into the crater bringing their number to eight. Plenty to suppress the bunker while he and Griffin advanced. He shuddered to think what would happen if a mortar shell landed in the center of their hole.

      O’Connor and Griffin crawled to the right side of the crater while the others filled in the rest. He poked his head up again for another look, then dropped back. He spoke into Griffin’s ear. “Take a look.” Griffin poked his head up and came down quick. “We’ll run to the side. They don’t know we’re here.” Griffin nodded, committed to his fate. He checked his carbine. O’Connor slapped his shoulder and looked to the other men. “Ready?” They were poised just below the lip, ready to move up and fire on the bunker.

      O’Connor pulled his feet beneath himself. He primed the smoke canister and hurled it in the direction of the bunker. He took a deep breath and blew it out slow. He yelled, “One, two, three.” He leaped out of the hole and took off like a jackrabbit. The smoke canister popped and spewed white smoke, but he’d thrown it too far to the left and he could still see the firing ports and the winking muzzle flashes of the machine guns. They weren’t aimed his way, but they’d see him any second.

      The firing ports suddenly erupted in dust and the metal frame sparked like someone had lit off a string of firecrackers. The machine gun stopped firing, but the muzzle was shifting towards him. He’d covered half the distance when Griffin streaked past him as if he were standing still. Damn, that boy’s fast.

      The covering fire continued to hammer the ports, but the muzzle continued to swing. Griffin reached the side of the bunker first and pushed his back tight against the concrete, breathing hard. O’Connor dove for the side at the same instant the Japanese gunner opened up. A stream of bullets grazed past his back and he swore he could feel their heat.

      He rolled to his feet beside Griffin and out of harm’s way. Griffin’s eyes were wide. “Shit, I thought you were a goner, Sarge.”

      “Cover our backside.” O’Connor put down his rifle and pulled a grenade from his belt and reached for one on Griffin’s. With a grenade in each hand he kept his back pressed to the wall and scooted toward the firing slits. The GIs had melted back into their cover, and the nambu was sending hot metal their way. O’Connor pulled the pins. He could hear Japanese voices chattering. He leaned out and with a flick, sent the first grenade through the firing port, followed quickly by the second. The voices turned to yelling and when the grenades exploded, to screams.

      O’Connor stepped closer and thrust his carbine barrel into the port and emptied his magazine, spreading his bullets. He pulled back and reloaded. There was firing coming from Griffin. O’Connor joined him in time to see him pouring fire into two Japanese soldiers who’d come out the back of the bunker. Another soldier burst out and O’Connor poured five bullets into him. He dropped like a sack of rice and blood oozed from his ruptured chest. O’Connor yelled, “Get a grenade into that door!”

      Griffin clutched his last grenade and pulled the pin. The door was partway open, the hinges on the far side. He had a three-foot opening to hit. He reared back like he was delivering a fastball and hurled it. The grenade hit the side of the door and bounced straight back. Griffin yelled, “Shit!” and tried to move away, but he slipped and fell onto his back. The grenade came to rest at his feet.

      O’Connor dropped his rifle and gripped a chunk of Griffin’s shirt. He pulled with everything he had. The thump of the grenade came an instant later and Griffin screamed.

      O’Connor thought he’d be mortally wounded at least, but Griffin got to his feet and repeated, “Holy shit, holy shit,” like it was his new mantra.

      “You okay?” O’Connor spun Griffin around to face him. Griffin stared blankly. “Hey! You okay?” He shook him and Griffin finally managed a shaky nod.

      There was more movement inside the bunker door. O’Connor released his grip on Griffin and pulled his last grenade. He threw a strike through the opening. There was yelling coming from inside. He dove away, pulling Griffin along with him. The dull thud was followed by smoke billowing from the door.

      The rest of the squad moved from the safety of the bomb crater and joined them on the wall of the bunker. There was fighting up and down the line. The chatter of Japanese machine guns still dominated. As far as O’Connor could tell, the bunkers to either side were still in Japanese hands. “We’ve gotta clear this bunker.” He pointed to the front firing slits. Thin streaks of smoke leaked through. O’Connor pointed at the three GIs nearest the front. “Fire into the holes. The rest of us will go through the back. Once we’re inside, cover the door.” The GIs nodded their understanding and moved toward the firing slits. They thrust their rifles inside and fired until their clips and magazines were empty.

      O’Connor pushed Griffin’s shoulder. “Go.” Griffin jumped down into the trench followed by the other four GIs. O’Connor took up the rear. Griffin grabbed the door handle and pulled it open all the way. Private Hughes was first through. He was followed closely by Pvts. Dawson, Muse, and Taggert. O’Connor took one last look down the trench. It traveled straight for ten yards then disappeared around the corner.

      He ducked into the darkness. The smell of burnt flesh and blood assaulted his senses. His eyes took a moment to adjust to the dimness. He could see his men moving cautiously with their weapons ready. He stepped over a shredded body, glancing quickly at the soldier’s blank eyes. The shrill yell of a Japanese soldier pierced the silence. Private Dawson fired his M1 carbine into the charging attacker. The muzzle flash lit up the concrete walls. The rest of the GIs spread out and fired into the main room. The bullets ricocheted and blasted dust from the walls.

      O’Connor rounded the corner as the firing stopped. There were bodies everywhere. The light streaming through the firing ports illuminated their grotesque wounds. The soldiers were shredded with shrapnel and bullet wounds. There was no sign of life. O’Connor wanted to get out as quickly as possible. “Let’s get out of here. We need to link up with…” A sudden flash of movement behind him caught his eye. The glinting of a long bayonet thrusting toward his gut. He parried the bayonet at the last possible instant. He went low and felt the weight of the soldier plow into him. O’Connor planted his feet and took the weight, then thrust forward and threw the Japanese soldier off him.

      With some breathing room, he brought up his short carbine and leveled it at the soldier’s chest and fired. The Japanese staggered backward, then yelled and charged forward. O’Connor kept firing, but his attacker kept coming, leading with the long steel pig sticker. O’Connor stepped inside the thrusting bayonet and swung the stock of his rifle into the soldier’s face. He heard the skull crunch as it caved into his brain, ending the attack.

      O’Connor was taking in ragged breaths. Griffin shouted, “You okay, Sarge?”

      O’Connor nodded. “Where’d that guy come from?”

      The men streamed past him and soon Griffin yelled. “There’s a stairway leading down.”

      O’Connor collected his wits and strode to where his men stood on the edge of a stairway. He held up his hand for silence. The battle was still raging outside, but he thought he heard voices, lots of voices. He whispered. “Sounds like a lot of ‘em down there.” He felt for grenades but knew he’d used all he had. “Get ready with grenades. Hurry.” The GIs pulled grenades off their belts. O’Connor held out his hand. “Give me one.” Private Hughes accommodated.

      O’Connor pulled the pin but kept the lever tight and took the first cautious step down. The stairway curved making it impossible to see where it ended. With each step the sounds of enemy troops grew louder. O’Connor was ready to run back up the stairs at the first sign of an attack. He’d be able to see around the corner in another step. He signaled for his men to stop and took the step. He crouched low, trying to see. His breath caught in his throat when he saw a mass of Japanese at the base of the stairs.

      He didn’t hesitate. He hurled the grenade and took off, taking the stairs by twos. “Throw ‘em and get out of here!” The GI’s eyes were big as saucers seeing their sergeant fleeing so quickly. They hurled their own grenades and took off after him. They were out the door when the soft thuds of multiple explosions went off.

      The GIs waiting outside were startled to see the mass exodus. “What the hell’s happening?” Corporal Mathews asked.

      O’Connor spoke between breaths. “Shitload of Japs downstairs coming up. We don’t have enough guys or ammo to stop ‘em.” He pointed toward the jungle. “Take the men back into the jungle and link up with Carver.”

      Mathews looked angry. “We’re giving up the bunker?”

      O’Connor nodded. “No choice, we can’t hold it. No way.” He pushed him along. “Get outta here. I’ll cover you.”

      Mathews nodded and waved the men to follow. He jumped out of the trench and started running down the slope. A Nambu from an adjacent bunker opened up on the streaking soldiers. They dove for cover, but not before Private Taggert buckled and fell from multiple hits.

      O’Connor didn’t see it happen. He was too focused on the space in front of him. He heard the clanging of many boots slamming up the metal stairs. He thrust his M1 around the corner of the bunker and without seeing what he was shooting at, fired. He pulled back and Griffin took his place and fired another fifteen rounds. The doorway sparked and zinged as the Japanese fired back.

      O’Connor pulled Griffin from the doorway. “We gotta go!” He jumped out of the trench and ran as fast as his feet would carry him. He saw the crumpled body of Private Taggert and the rest of the squad crawling downhill. He felt bullets whizzing past him and he realized he was about to die. He dove behind a thin layer of cover as bullets sliced only inches over his head. Griffin slammed in beside him.

      Mathews was five yards ahead firing in the direction of the bunker. He yelled to O’Connor. “Nambu’s got us pinned!”

      O’Connor looked to the bunker they’d just left. Any second the Japanese would fill the firing slits only yards away. They’d be cut to pieces. “We gotta go. We can’t stay here!” He raised his head but saw the winking flashes of the other machine gun and felt the heat of more near misses. “Shit!”

      He yelled. “I’ll cover you. When I fire you gotta get the men back to that bomb crater.”

      Mathews shook his head. “There’s no way, we’ll be cut to pieces.”

      O’Connor screamed. “It’s our only fucking chance!” Corporal Mathews licked his lips and nodded. He knew he was going to die.

      O’Connor put in a fresh magazine and took a deep breath, readying himself. He was about to roll to a firing position when he heard the soft explosions of mortars. At first, he thought they were about to die in a barrage of friendly fire, but the mortars were firing smoke. Relief flooded him. He yelled. “Wait for it to work!” the firing from the Nambu’s decreased and finally stopped. O’Connor could hear Japanese shouting from the nearest bunker. He got to his knees. The smoke was billowing, covering the area. “Now! Get a move on!”

      The GIs sprang to their feet and ran down the slope. They didn’t stop running until they ran into friendly lines. They took cover and laid on their backs gasping for breath. Platoon Sergeant Carver found them and laid beside O’Connor. “We thought you were finished. We lost track of you.”

      O’Connor finally got his breath back and sat up. He looked up the hill at the smoke screen. He couldn’t see the bunkers at all. “We took a bunker but didn’t have enough men to hold it. The bottom floor was filled with Japs. They must have underground connectors. There was no way to hold it.”

      Carver nodded. “You were the only unit that made any headway. Fucking Japs sliced us to ribbons with interlocking fields of fire. We’re moving back to the city. Gonna let the navy and artillery boys have another go at it.”

      O’Connor shook his head. “Didn’t work the first time.”

      Carver nodded and spit a stream of tobacco juice. “Nope.”
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      Able company moved to the safety of Cebu City. They walked single file. Most had their heads down, exhaustion etched into their faces. Alongside them another line of medics and soldiers carried stretchers with wounded and dead GIs.

      Eventually they found an unoccupied area and milled about looking for places to sit. The other company’s moved to different parts of the city and spread out to find cots and food.

      Captain Flannigan strode up and looked the bedraggled bunch over. As they milled about he called them to attention. Most were too tired to comply, but it kept them from sitting down. In his booming voice, Flannigan addressed them.  “The attack failed despite having detailed maps from the very men that built the complex.” He paused for dramatic affect. He put his balled fists onto his hips. “To say I’m disappointed would be an understatement.” Platoon Sergeant Carver stood with his fists clenched and his jaw set. Flannigan continued. “Tomorrow we attack again and this time I won’t accept anything but total victory. Every man will give everything they have … everything!” He screamed the last word. His face turned a deep shade of red, almost purple. “Dismissed!”

      The men stood in stunned silence, then slowly broke up and moved to find the shade. Carver remained stock still. Lieutenant Swan was beside him and noticed his posture and his hatred filled stare. “Easy Carver. Easy. It’s not worth it.”

      Carver shook his head and seethed. “The coward sat back all safe behind friendly lines while we died and he’s got the nerve to question the men’s will to fight? That doesn’t sit right with me.”

      He took a step toward Flannigan, but Swan grabbed his arm and held him tight. Carver looked at the hand holding him, then at Swan. Swan leaned close. “These men need you tomorrow. You go spouting off to Flannigan, he’ll put you in the brig. He’s already got it in for you. Don’t give him an excuse. That sumbitch ain’t worth it.”

      Carver relaxed and shrugged out of Swan’s grip. He watched Flannigan walking away but stayed put. He leveled his gaze at Swan. “You’re right. He’s a piece of shit. I just can’t see how tomorrow will be any different than today.”

      Swan nodded, thinking about the men he’d lost and the men he’d lose tomorrow. He shook his head. “There has to be another way.”
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        * * *

      

      Sam Santos sat amongst the GIs. The joyous dancing and partying from the night before was long gone. There was barely any talking. Most GIs sat with their heads down. Some slept, others tried to sleep and still others cleaned and re-cleaned their weapons. As the evening progressed, everyone was thinking about the morning.

      The thumping of navy guns slamming the bunkers gave them little comfort. It had barely put a dent in them the day before, and there was no reason to think tonight would be any different. At least it would keep the Japanese awake.

      Sam wasn’t involved in the assault, but he’d heard the intense clash and seen the wounded and dead GIs it produced. It tore at his heart to see the Americans who’d help free his people, looking so dejected and down. He knew the plan was another frontal assault in the morning. How many more will die?

      A memory of walking along a path with his brother and father came to him. He remembered they were hiking and his father would stop often and point out various plants and explain their virtues or dangers. It was information Sam’s father learned from his mother, Sam’s grandmother. The memory made his heart ache, but it also made him spring to his feet and search for Felipe.

      He found him getting ready for a snooze. When Felipe saw him, he smiled. “Sam, how are you? You look worried.”

      “I think I know a way around the Japanese. A way to hit them from behind where they won’t be expecting it.”

      He told Felipe about the trail his father had taken him on. How it wrapped around the low hills then cut into the jungle and turned back toward town. The bunker system had effectively cut off the trail, but he assumed most of it was still there.

      “It’s a long march, but we could make it in a night and be behind the bunkers by morning.”

      Felipe snapped his fingers and got to his feet. “Let’s talk with Colonel Cushing.”

      Colonel Cushing liked the idea. He’d watched the assault from afar and was frustrated he wasn’t able to join in the fighting. This would be a way to involve his Filipino partisans and maybe the answer to overwhelming the Japanese. The trail wasn’t on the map he had laid out on the table, but Sam assured him it was there. He drew an ‘X’ on the map where the trail began. He was confident he could find it.

      Colonel Cushing rolled the map and tucked it under his armpit. “We’ll talk with General Arnold. He’s been looking for a way to flank the Japs, but the jungle is too dense. Your trail may be the answer.”

      Sam felt overwhelmed. He was being thrust into the middle of great and powerful men. Felipe slapped him on the back as they left the house that acted as Colonel Cushing’s headquarters. He whispered into Sam’s ear. “This trail of yours better be there.” Sam flushed, and nodded, picturing it in his head. He was sure of it.

      General Arnold was huddled around his own map of the island. The group was shown inside the tent and Sam was introduced. The general was tall, and his balding scalp was dotted with perspiration. His chin was strong, accentuated with a deep cleft. Sam thought he looked tired, but he immediately felt at ease despite his rank. Sam snapped off what he hoped was a proper salute. The general smiled and his eyes shone. He returned the salute. “I’ve been told you know of a trail that can get us behind the Japs?”

      Sam nodded vigorously. “Yes, sir.” He stepped forward to the map. He took a moment to study it. There were lines and arrows in red and black with symbols and numbers that made Sam’s head spin. He panicked for a moment trying to get his bearings.

      The general stepped forward and put his finger on a point. “Ignore all that other stuff. The bunker’s here.” He slid his finger down a little, “and we’re here.”

      Sam nodded and ran his finger up the map. “The trail is here.” He ran his finger along the map, laying out the general pathway he remembered. “It wraps around these low hills then cuts back for a ways then cuts back to the city.”

      General Arnold rubbed his cleft chin. “That’s a mighty long trail. You say you walked it with your father?”

      Sam gulped, “And my brother. We did it over two days. We stayed the night in the jungle. It’s a good trail, although it’s probably overgrown a bit since the Japanese invaded.”

      General Arnold nodded. “Looks to be about twelve miles.” Silence filled the tent. He looked around the room at the other officers. “Any of our boys up to that kind of a march tonight?”

      There was mumbling and lowered gazes. Captain Flannigan stepped forward and spoke up. “Able Company can make the trek, sir.”

      “Weren’t your men at the front of the attack today?”

      Flannigan nodded. “Yes sir. But they’ve been resting ever since.”

      General Arnold nodded and looked at his other officers. He centered his gaze on Captain Stark. “I want Baker Company to go too.”

      Captain Stark stiffened and nodded. “Yes, sir. We can make it.”

      Arnold continued. “As far as we know there’s no Japs out there. They’re all in the bunkers, which means you can use lights and you can move fast. You’ll have to in order to be in position by morning. Take plenty of ammo, and water, but otherwise keep it light. No mortar units. The Navy guns and Army artillery will provide all the fire support you need. Be sure you have fresh batteries for the radios. The key will be coordination.” He looked the map over then at Colonel Cushing. “Can you spare some fighters for this excursion? I’d sure like to have some locals along in case our boys get lost out there.”

      Colonel Cushing nodded. “I’ll send Major Cruz and her platoon.” He put his large weathered hand on Sam’s shoulder. “And Sam too, of course.” Cushing gave the order. “Inform Major Cruz. Hurry.”

      Felipe snapped off a salute and ran from the tent. Sam watched him go, sudden doubt filling his head. They’re all counting on me.
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        * * *

      

      The news that they’d be marching all night along an unknown jungle trail did not go over well with the GIs. Platoon Sergeant Carver was stunned when he first heard the news from Lt. Swan. He’d started laying out all the reasons it was a bad idea, but it was obvious it would do no good. Lieutenant Swan was following orders and those orders called for speed. There was no time to discuss it, they had to get moving.

      They rode in heavy trucks through Cebu City then along a well-used dirt road. They turned onto a smaller road and finally stopped when it got too narrow to continue. It wasn’t dark yet, but the shadows were lengthening. In a few hours it would be dark. There was an urgency to find the trailhead before that.

      They piled out of the trucks and the Filipinos took the lead, following the child warrior. Carver recognized the kid from the fighting in the city. He hoped he knew what he was doing, or they’d be spending the night in the hot, muggy jungle going in circles. Two full companies of GIs trudged after the guides. It was a long snaking line of soldiers.

      Carver stood to the side as the GIs passed. None looked happy about the mission, but they were used to being abused. When there was a hard job to do, they’d put their heads down and do it. Whether they agreed with it or not was irrelevant, they followed orders and got it done. That’s why they call us grunts.

      Eventually they turned off the road and took another trail. Sam was obviously relieved when they found it. He couldn’t keep from smiling. He, along with the Filipino platoon led by Major Cruz took point and moved fast. There was little danger of ambush, all the Japanese were concentrated in the bunkers.

      Once darkness descended, they snaked along the trail with blazing lanterns and flashlights. Carver suspected they must have looked like a long lit up centipede from above. He glanced to the sky, hoping the flyboys had gotten the word they were out there.

      The trail was narrow up front with vines hanging down and roots crossing, but with so many soldiers tromping past, it widened and cleared out quickly. By the time the last soldier passed, the trail was more like a highway.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sergeant O’Connor was the leading GI, walking alongside Major Cruz at the tail of the Filipino platoon. He was torn about her presence. He was overjoyed to be walking beside her, but terrified at seeing her engage in the coming  combat.

      When he first saw her joining their group, it was all he could do to keep himself from running up and embracing her. Instead he’d smiled and nodded at her. She’d acknowledged his presence but got on with the mission at hand. Once they found the trailhead and settled into a comfortable pace, she hung back until they were walking side by side.

      O’Connor thought it must be obvious to the others that they had a history, but he didn’t care. He was happy to be beside her again. She’d been the first to speak after they found each other. “I was worried about your safety today.”

      “You were worried about me? I was worried about you.”

      She shook her head. “I was in no danger. You were fighting in the bunkers.”

      “I didn’t know where you were.” He looked at his mud-covered boots. “I wasn’t in danger either,” he lied.

      She looked up at him. “We are soldiers, both of us. Do not lie to protect me. I’m not a flower in a vase, but a weed in the mud. We are both in danger and will be until the Japanese are all dead.” He tried to speak but she continued. “Our lovemaking was a brief respite from this ugly war, but it didn’t uproot me and place me in a vase. I’m still very much in the mud … alongside you.”

      He took a few steps in silence. Her toughness was the very thing that made her so irresistibly attractive to him. He’d never met a woman with even a quarter of her grit. He nodded. “I understand what you’re saying.” He leaned close to her ear, “But I think you’re the prettiest damned weed I’ve ever seen.”

      She smiled and he thought his heart would melt. “You Americans … so sentimental. Tell me more about where you come from … Ory-Gun?”

      He smiled. “Oregon. You’d love it. The woods are full of deer and the streams and rivers full of huge Salmon, Steelhead, and trout too.” He gestured to the surrounding jungle. “It’s not nearly as hot, and the trees are bigger and stretch as far as you can see. There’s tall mountains that make the ones you’ve got here look like mole hills. It rains a lot, but it’s not like the downpours you get here. It’s more of a slow constant, not an all at once dousing.” He looked into the growing darkness, imagining his home. “Seems like another world, another age.”

      “You will return there?”

      The question startled him. He hadn’t thought about his future beyond the war since landing on Guadalcanal back in ’42. With death surrounding him all the time, he assumed he’d die long before the war ended, or get wounded so bad, he’d want to die. This woman beside him made him want to survive, if only to have the chance to spend more time with her. He grit his teeth; this kind of thinking will get me killed. He shook his head. “Haven’t thought about it.”

      She sensed the change that overcame him and understood. “It’s hard to think beyond the next day in this war.”

      He nodded. “The next hour even.” They walked the rest of the way in relative silence, but it was okay. Her smell, the way she moved was all intoxicating to him. He was happy just to be with her and he sensed she felt the same way.
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      They marched all night, never stopping. They drank water and ate rations as they moved. If they had to take a shit, they did so quickly or risked being left behind. They carried light loads, ammunition, weapons and rations, but little else. Their rucks were light compared to the sixty pounds they normally marched with.

      Platoon Sergeant Carver spent most of the march thinking about Lilly. He felt her letter in his breast pocket. He’d read it countless times. So much that he feared the paper would fall apart, or the words smudge. Despite being tired from the stresses of the day’s combat, the march bordered on enjoyable. There was no danger of ambush. It was as if he were on a stroll, albeit at night and in a hellish, steaming jungle setting.

      When the column finally stopped, he bumped into the man in front of him. He’d been walking so long, he was confused by the stop. He focused and got his head back into combat mode. All thoughts of Lilly vanished as he found Lt. Swan. “We’re at the jump-off point,” Swan whispered. He pointed ahead. “The Filipino kid says the bunkers are a thousand yards that way.” He flashed a quick grin. “We’re behind ‘em.”

      Carver peered into the dark jungle and shrugged. “I’ll take your word for it, sir.”

      Another figure approached from behind. Captain Flannigan said, “What’s happening Lieutenant?”

      “We’ve arrived, sir.”

      Flannigan looked around with wide eyes as if the jungle would come alive at any second and consume him. He looked at the glowing hands of his watch. “We’re early.” He nodded in satisfaction. “The men did well, have ‘em take a fifteen-minute break before we move up to the attack point. I’ll radio HQ.”

      Lieutenant Swan said, “Yes, sir.”

      An hour later both Able and Baker were spread out facing north. The jungle was silent as they waited for dawn. Major Cruz had sent scouts forward to pinpoint exactly where the bunkers were. They returned saying they could easily advance another couple hundred yards without tipping the enemy off.

      Captain Flannigan was in contact with HQ. General Arnold wanted them to attack at precisely 0600. There would be no morning artillery to tip the Japanese to an imminent attack. They’d hit the bunkers at precisely the same time and take them by surprise.

      After moving up, they hunched down in the darkness. Carver couldn’t see the bunkers, still too dark, but he could smell burnt flesh and cordite wafting through the air. He licked his lips and looked at his watch. All there was to do now was wait.
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        * * *

      

      O’Connor had his back against a palm. According to his watch they had ten minutes until the attack. He’d lost track of the Filipino platoon and Major Cruz, Celine. Even her name was beautiful. He spit and thought, now I’m sounding like Carver. The Filipinos wouldn’t be a part of the initial attack. He was thankful for that. He’d only just met her, but somehow, she’d changed his life. The thought of her dying in a hail of Japanese bullets made him almost physically ill.

      He shook his head. I’ve gotta get my head in the game. He closed his eyes and tried to put thoughts of her into a locked corner of his mind to access later. He looked around. The jungle was lightening and he could see dim outlines of his men surrounding him. He couldn’t see their faces, but he could sense their fear and nervous energy. They’d fought in the bunkers most of yesterday then did a forced night march and now they were chomping at the bit to attack again. He blew out a long breath. Where do these men come from? All thoughts of the major faded. These fine men deserved his undivided attention. He’d do everything he could to get them through the next few hours … alive.

      He looked at his watch and leaned over to slap the GI lying a few feet away. Corporal Mathews flinched and looked at O’Connor. O’Connor flashed him three fingers … three minutes. The signal went down the line and the GIs went from prone to crouching positions. There was no sound coming from the bunkers they knew to be only fifty yards ahead. The Filipinos assured them there were no sentries guarding the enemy rear. They would take them completely by surprise.

      Dawn broke somewhere out over the sea and O’Connor could feel the slight dip in temperature even through the insulation of the jungle. He’d been careful to remind the men to drink plenty of water after the march. The constant struggle to stay hydrated was sometimes more difficult than fighting the Japanese. The constant sound of insects increased as the morning progressed. He felt insects crawling on him, but he ignored them.

      Off to the left, there was movement. He glanced at his watch, it was time. He got to his feet but remained in a crouch. The plan was to advance to contact. There’d be no running charge, but a controlled steady advance, using the natural cover.

      He took the first step toward the bunkers. It felt good to finally be moving again. He could feel the tightness in his muscles, but it faded with each step. Even though he was surrounded by a hundred other men, he moved quietly. He watched his step, instinctively using the outside of his foot and rolling forward, not making a sound. His eyes beneath the low brim of his steel helmet scanned for threats, but it was bare jungle.

      He stopped abruptly when the sound of a machine gun pierced the morning stillness. He fought the urge to dive for cover. The gun was firing away from them, toward the rest of the regiment attacking from the front. More machine guns joined, until it sounded like one massive orchestra of death. There was yelling ahead and O’Connor could see movement, enemy movement. In the low light, less than thirty yards away, he saw a flash and a puff of white smoke. He hunched lower and recognized the unmistakable sound of a firing mortar. He couldn’t help grinning, they were coming up directly behind the deadly mortars that had killed and maimed so many GIs the day before.

      He broke into a trot and the men did the same. He felt a surge of adrenaline course through his body. He could see the structure hiding the mortar pits. They were well fortified and well dug in. It would take a direct artillery hit to take them out.

      O’Connor ran up to stacked bamboo that formed the back wall of the mortar pit. He nodded at Corporal Mathews and surged around the corner with his Carbine on his shoulder. There were Japanese soldiers scurrying everywhere. Some transported mortar rounds to the waiting tubes, others hung the mortars and dropped on command. It was an efficient killing machine.

      O’Connor stood transfixed for an instant, taking in the scene. No one seemed to notice him. A soldier transporting a mortar shell suddenly stopped and stared at the tall, lanky American. It took him an instant to realize he was looking at his own death. The soldier’s mouth opened to yell. O’Connor fired, sending the soldier stumbling back into a steaming mortar tube. The soldier manning the tube yelled out, cursing the dying soldier’s clumsiness. O’Connor pumped rounds into him too.

      More GIs poured into the space. Corporal Mathews opened up with his snub-nosed Thompson and swept the entire area with .45 caliber slugs. The Japanese never knew what hit them. Their bodies crumpled and erupted with gaping wounds.

      O’Connor pulled the trigger on an empty chamber. He’d burned through his thirty-round magazine. He quickly swapped it out for a fresh one. He let the rest of the GIs mop up any Japanese left alive. He followed the trench out of the mortar pit area. He remembered from the schematic, that the trench led directly to the back entrance of the bunkers. He yelled. “Flame, up!” As he moved cautiously forward he heard the call for the flamethrower sifting through the ranks.

      A Japanese soldier came around the corner pushing a cart stacked with boxes. He wore round glasses on his angular face. When he noticed the tall American he stopped and stared, trying to come to terms with what he was seeing. O’Connor shot from the hip. The soldier reeled back and clutched his belly. Thick blood seeped through his fingers and he looked into O’Connor’s eyes with fear and confusion. O’Connor aimed and put a .30 caliber round neatly between his eyes. The soldier’s head snapped back and he fell to the ground, his glasses still firmly attached.

      O’Connor moved past the dead soldier with his carbine ready. Mathews touched his arm. “Flame’s here.”

      O’Connor looked back at the GI holding the ominous flamethrower. The GI grinned at him like some deranged devil and pulled a pair of dirty goggles over his eyes. O’Connor nodded. “Get ready. I’ll lead but be ready to blast the ‘em.” Private Hampton licked his cracked lips and nodded.

      O’Connor got to the end of the trench. The machine gun fire hadn’t let up, but the mortar pits were silenced. He peaked his head around the corner. He could see the back of a bunker. The door was shut. There was no sign of a sentry. Japs aren’t expecting us.  He trotted to the door. The trench continued straight for another twenty yards then made a left turn, no doubt leading to another bunker. He kept his eyes on the trench. The men knew what to do.

      Corporal Mathews clutched the steel door handle and pulled. The door opened easily on greased hinges. He heard a Japanese soldier say something, perhaps greeting the returning ammo delivery soldier. Mathews fired his Thompson into the dimness. He heard a scream. He stepped away from the door and nodded to Private Hampton.

      Hampton stepped beside him and pulled the front trigger of the flamethrower. Orange sparks spewed out the front of the muzzle. He stepped into the doorway, aimed low and pulled the rear trigger with a hard steady grip. Gasoline spewed out the nozzle and lit as it passed the sparks. The sudden light, lit up the inside of the bunker and Private Hampton could clearly see his victim’s stunned faces. There were dozens of them. He clenched his teeth as he swept the flames side to side. The faces disappeared in fire. Flaming bodies scurried everywhere, trying to outrun their fiery fate. The flame lasted eight seconds before the spark ran its course. The roar of the flames mixed with the screaming of dying men filled the space.

      Mathews followed him in. The scene nauseated him. The screaming agony, the smell of burnt flesh mixed with gasoline, it was too much. He lurched back but ran into another soldier directly behind him. O’Connor rasped, “Cover the stairway to the right.” Mathews was glad for an assignment, something to get him away from the devastation being spewed from the nozzle of Hampton’s cooker.

      Mathews remembered the layout of the bunkers from the day before. The flames lit up the area and he could see the stairway leading down to the lower level. He crouched on the lip of the stairs with his Thompson ready. More men joined him. The sounds of screaming, dying men stopped, but the roar of the flames continued. Thick smoke moved on the ceiling and Mathews imagined he must be breathing their souls.

      Private Dawson gasped. “Mother Mary, I think that crazy sumbitch is enjoying himself.”

      Mathews shook his head. “Just doing his job,” but he didn’t believe it. It took a certain kind of man to carry a flamethrower. The constant risk of burning alive from your own tank of gasoline on your back, matched with the firsthand view of your victims, was bound to change a man, and not for the better.

      The roar of the flamethrower finally stopped, replaced with the banging of M1s killing any survivors. With the relative silence, Mathews heard voices filtering up from below. He tightened his grip on his Thompson and steadied his aim. He heard the clang of boots on the metal stairway. “Here they come!”

      He could feel the presence of more GIs spreading out along the top of the stairs aiming into the darkness. When he saw the outline of a soldier, he squeezed the trigger. The Thompson bucked in his hand and he forced his grip downward, countering the upward kick. The others joined in and the hallway lit up with muzzle flashes. The faces of Japanese soldiers flashed as they grimaced in pain and fell. Soon the stairway was choked with bodies.

      Mathews heard O’Connor yell, “Grenades!” Mathews kept his barrel sighted and heard GIs plucking grenades off their battle harnesses and pulling the pins. He saw the grenades disappear into the darkness. He lowered his muzzle and hunkered down. The grenades bounced over bodies and rolled down stairs. Within seconds there were explosions and the sound in the confined space was deafening. There were screams, barely discernible through the ringing in his ears.

      O’Connor was saying something and soon he felt soldiers moving past him. He opened his eyes and saw GIs with flashlights moving over a mangled mass of bodies. A sudden burst of automatic weapons fire sent the men into crouches and they hunkered and returned fire down the stairs. Someone yelled. “Still a bunch of ‘em holed up down here.”

      Mathews stood and was about to take the first step down, when Private Hampton stepped past him. His face was darkened with soot and his eyes behind the goggles were hard as steel. He caught Mathews staring and grinned. “Barbecue time.”

      The crouched GIs made room and Hampton and his mass of gasoline tanks moved past them. He’d fired half his thirty seconds of fuel. The sudden light from the new spark and then the flames made Mathews squint. He could see Hampton’s stark outline. He looked like something out of a sci-fi comic book he remembered. He couldn’t decide if he’d be considered a good or a bad guy.

      There were screams of agony. Mathews put his hands over his ears, trying to drown them out, but it was no use. He’d hear those screams in his dreams for the rest of his life.

      Eight seconds later the flames stopped and O’Connor went down the stairs with his carbine ready. He glanced back at Corporal Mathews. “Keep the rest of the men up here til I call you. Watch our backs.” Mathews was relieved not to have to see the cooked carnage below.

      O’Connor moved down the stairs and put his hand on Hampton’s shoulder. He startled and started to swing the glowing nozzle toward him, but O’Connor spoke. “You okay?”

      Hampton looked at his sergeant with wide eyes and gave a quick nod. He lifted the goggles off his eyes and they snapped into place on his helmet. His voice was raspy. “Think - think I’m outta juice.”

      The scene on the floor of the bunker was enough to make a hard man gag. There were multiple small fires and O’Connor realized each pyre used to be a man. The smell of charred meat was unmistakable. O’Connor swept his carbine around the room, but there was no one left alive. Flames licked up the walls, burning a tattered and soot covered Japanese flag. He looked back at Hampton who was rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Go on up and find more juice. We may need it again before the day’s through.” Hampton didn’t respond, just kept rubbing his eyes. O’Connor raised his voice. “You hear me Hampton?” The private stared back at O’Connor and nodded. He turned to walk up the stairs, the other GIs stepping out of his way. O’Connor barked. “Hampton.”

      He turned, “Yes Sergeant?”

      “You did good today. Saved a lot of GIs.” Private Hampton didn’t say anything, simply turned and slowly walked up the stairs, like his empty tanks weighed a ton.

      O’Connor moved down the rest of the stairs and could hear GIs following. He stepped over a charred and still sputtering body. He averted his eyes, looking for the connecting hallway. He saw the door off to the right. He signaled for his men to advance and they stacked up to either side. There was dim light filtering through the cracks in the wooden door. It was blackened with fire and was warm to the touch. O’Connor pulled the handle and the door swung open on squeaking hinges. He crouched and aimed down the corridor, but it was empty. He could hear the dim sounds of fighting.

      There was a clanging of boots on metal steps and he turned to see Private Perkins trotting toward him. He was breathing hard. When he caught the stench of burnt bodies he reeled back and put his hand over his mouth. O’Connor barked, “What’s the message, Perkins?”

      He caught his breath and relayed the message. “Platoon Sergeant Carver sent me. The Japs are routed. They’re in full retreat.”
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      General Manjome was furious. His men were dying, his intricate bunker system was falling. He gritted his teeth and seethed, how did the Yankees get behind us so quickly? It’s solid jungle. The answer didn’t matter. All that mattered now was saving the last remaining soldiers in his command. He bore holes into the Lieutenant standing before him, sweating. “Where is Captain Ito?”

      The Lieutenant shook his head slightly. “He was burned by a Yankee flamethrower, sir. I saw him go down myself.” The image of the fearsome officer as a flaming torch came rushing back and he fought off the fear.

      General Manjome paused for an instant. “Leave the highest remaining noncom here with twenty men. They must hold off the Americans long enough to allow our escape. We’ll head into the jungle and continue the fight.”

      Lieutenant Sato nodded and turned to carry out his general’s orders. He’d wondered briefly if the general would choose surrender. They had little chance of survival and even if they managed to escape into the jungle, they didn’t have enough food, water or ammo to last more than a few days. Surrender would be dishonorable and he knew the general to be an honorable officer. He also knew he’d never surrender himself, even if given the order. He’d take his own life long before that happened.

      He noticed the cringing Makipili in the corner. There were six of the traitorous Filipinos huddled together. They were unarmed, completely at the mercy of their betters. “What of them, sir?”

      General Manjome looked with disgust at the Filipinos. “We’ll need a guide.” He pointed at the nearest man. “That one got us here from the city. He knows the jungle. The rest put in front of our rear guard. Give them machetes. They’ll slow the Yankee devils. If they don’t fight, or try to run, kill them.” The sounds of fighting from nearby bunkers hastened them. “Hurry. We leave now. They haven’t sealed off this section yet, but they’ll do so any minute.”

      General Manjome led his ragtag group of one hundred and fifty soldiers down the dimly lit underground corridor. It was well built. The dirt walls were held up with cut palms and bits of lumber. It was built as a way to enter the bunker system from the jungle without being noticed. The special Filipino work crew that built it was treated to better food, and housing. When they were finished, they were rewarded with a quick bullet to the back of the head.

      Now he was using it as an escape route, a way to get beyond the yankee forces. They’d surely find the tunnel and pursue them, but by then they’d be far away and able to mount another defense.

      Each step took him deeper into the darkness. He looked at the low ceiling and wondered how many Americans were above him only feet away.  If he’d had more time he could’ve used the tunnel to get a sizable force behind the Americans, but they’d attacked with lightning speed and surprise. He debated attacking them now with his remaining soldiers. They’d certainly inflict heavy casualties, but he shunned the idea. I can deal more damage luring them into the jungle. We’ll whittle them away.

      When they got to the end of the tunnel the line of soldiers stopped and Lt. Sato forced the Makipili, Berto forward. He pointed at the hatch which was at the end of a short set of stairs, hacked into the dirt. Sato kept his pistol aimed at the back of the swarthy Filipino, who’s machete was out and ready. Berto went to the top step and had to crouch. He looked back at Lt. Sato who nodded and aimed his pistol at him. He nodded back.

      Berto grasped the hatch handle and pushed. It gave way. Bright daylight streamed through, making him squint. He eased his head out and looked around. The jungle was gleaming green and shiny. He took a deep breath; the dank air of the bunkers and tunnel were making him sick. The urge to spring out and run through the jungle was overwhelming. The Japanese would never find him, but he knew Lt. Sato was waiting for that very thing. He could almost feel the muzzle of the pistol aiming at his back. Besides, where would he go? He was a traitor to his people. If and when he was caught he’d be tortured and hanged. He’d thrown his lot onto the losing side, and it was a decision he’d have to live with. He had little doubt he’d die soon, but he still had the chance to have a say in how he died.

      He scanned the area. There were no GIs visible, but he could hear fighting in the bunkers. He wondered how his fellow makipili were faring. Probably already dead. He brought his head back below the hatch and looked in the direction of Lt. Sato. He couldn’t see him, his eyes weren’t adjusted to the low light, but he caught movement. He smiled and waved him forward.

      Lieutenant Sato kept his pistol aimed at Berto’s chest and moved up the stairs. He pushed the Filipino to the side and poked his head into the light. He blinked quickly and his eyes watered, but he didn’t see any danger. He stood and stepped out of the tunnel. He motioned for Berto to come up and he did so quickly. More soldiers popped out and spread out in a defensive ring.

      General Manjome came out near the end of the line of men. He nodded at Lt. Sato. “Have the Makipili lead us.”

      Lieutenant Sato gave a curt nod and prodded Berto. Berto sheathed his machete and moved into the jungle. He wracked his brain, trying to think of where he should lead them. He’d done lots of hunting and trekking growing up, but this was deep jungle and he wasn’t exactly sure where he was. He decided he’d lead them upwards. He’d use the natural contours of the land to get them as lost as he possibly could. Maybe he could slip away some dark night and make his way to a different island where no one knew him. He thought about living out the rest of his days as a hermit on one of the many abandoned islands that make up the Philippines. He was bound to find one he could disappear on.
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        * * *

      

      The final bunker fell by mid-morning. The GIs had suffered minimal casualties, unlike the day before. Now, jubilant GIs and Filipinos sifted through the smoldering remains of the bunker system.

      Platoon Sergeant Carver sat on top of a bunker with his legs dangling over the side and took a long pull off his canteen. Sergeant O’Connor asked, “They find that Jap general’s body yet?”

      Carver screwed the lid on the canteen and shook his head. “Not that I’ve heard. He’s probably part of all those burned bodies. No way to identify him.”

      O’Connor shook his head. “Even when those Japs had no chance of escape, I mean none, they still wouldn’t surrender.”

      Carver nodded and pulled out a stogie. He bit off the end and jammed it into his mouth. He didn’t light it but savored the dark taste on his tongue. “You’ve been fighting ‘em long enough to know better’n that. Honor, country … all that bullshit.”

      “Yeah, I know. It just seems like we’re rolling through ‘em now. Thought maybe they’d realize they’ve got no chance and start acting like normal human beings.” He spit off the side, “Save us all a lot of trouble.”

      “If they fight this hard here, imagine what it’ll be like when we’re in downtown Tokyo? It won’t just be the soldiers, we’ll have to kill every man woman and child able to hold a pitchfork.”

      O’Connor took off his helmet and rubbed his close cropped, red hair. “Ain’t that the truth? Make everything we’ve done up till now seem like a fairy tale.”

      Private Perkins burst from the bunker door off to the right and looked frantically in both directions.

      Carver called down to him. “Looking for me, son?”

      Perkins looked up and shielded his eyes. Relief flooded his face. “Lieutenant Swan and Captain Flannigan want you inside right away. They’ve found something.”

      Carver got to his feet. “Tell ‘em we’re on our way.” O’Connor looked up at him. “You may as well come too.”

      Minutes later they were on the bottom floor of the bunker they’d taken last. There were still Japanese bodies in various death poses. They’d been pushed to the corners awaiting removal. The smell of death and decomposition was as familiar to the GIs as the daily rain showers, but it still made their nostrils flare in protest.

      Lieutenant Swan and Captain Flannigan were standing around a group of Filipino fighters. O’Connor recognized Major Cruz and couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. He’d tried to find her after the fighting ended but was told she was off in the jungle. Seeing her safe brought an involuntary smile. The boy, Sam was at her side.

      Carver and O’Connor stepped into the circle. “Ah, there you are,” stated Captain Flannigan, as if they were school kids up to no good.

      Carver took the stogie out of his mouth. “Reporting as ordered, sir.”

      Flannigan pointed. “The natives found a tunnel. It’s got signs of recent heavy use. It leads out into the jungle and is most likely General Manjome’s escape route.”

      O’Connor stood beside Major Cruz. It was all he could do not to reach out and take her in his arms. The urge was overwhelming, but he settled for taking in her subtle scent. She smiled up at him and moved slightly closer.

      Carver asked, “How many men you figure?”

      Lieutenant Swan answered. “The Japs lost most of their men in the attack. Estimates are almost two thousand dead. We took a few prisoners, but only because they were wounded or knocked out. We figure there’s at least a hundred that slipped out, probably led by General Manjome.”

      Carver nodded. “Let ‘em rot in the jungle. They won’t last long out there without food.”

      Captain Flannigan braced and put his fists. “We didn’t bring you down here for your opinion, Sergeant. I want you and Swan to lead a platoon in pursuit.”

      Carver couldn’t believe his ears. His men had fought the previous day taking massive casualties, then marched all night, attacked and destroyed the bunkers and now Flannigan wanted to send them out again. His men needed rest. He looked at Lieutenant Swan for help, but he was tight lipped.

      Carver was about to put his military career at risk by questioning this jackass when Major Cruz stepped forward. “Captain, I will lead the pursuit mission.” The silence hung in the dank air like a dark fog. Captain Flannigan’s face went beet red as he thought about the chain of command. She was a Major and outranked him, but she was a Filipino under Colonel Cushing. Was she a part of the chain of command? Did she have a right to give him an order? Did a woman have a right to tell him what to do? She saw the conflict in his eyes and didn’t wait for him to work it out. “Sam, get the platoon organized. We set out immediately.”

      Sam snapped off a quick salute and flashed a dazzling smile at Carver and O’Connor, then took off up the stairs, taking them two at a time. O’Connor cringed at what was happening but was also proud of the way the major handled the situation. Flannigan still looked confused and about to explode, but kept his mouth shut. Carver couldn’t keep the grin off his face. Flannigan noticed. “Carver, you and your men are on clean-up. I want these Jap bodies out of here asap.” He spun away and marched up the stairs

      Carver put the stogie back in his mouth and muttered, “Yes, sir.”

      Lieutenant Swan looked apologetic. His face was soot and dirt covered and Carver thought he saw spatters of blood too. He’d fought beside him all morning. He’d led the men from the front and fought like a tiger. “I tried to talk sense into him before you got here, but he was adamant about sending the platoon.”

      Carver nodded. “Figured as much.” He turned to Major Cruz. “Think you probably saved me from a court-martial, ma’am, thank you.”

      She smiled. She was short, but her presence made her seem much taller. “Doesn’t make sense to send tired troops. My soldiers are well rested and know the jungle. We’ll take our revenge on the general. He ruled with an iron fist, and we deserve to end his life.”

      The sound of many feet clanging down the stairs signaled the arrival of the Filipino platoon. They filled the space, making it cramped. The sweat of many bodies mixed with the putrid smell of death gave the air a tangy tinge that could almost be tasted.

      Major Cruz looked up at Sergeant O’Connor who stared into her eyes. He wanted to hold her, to kiss her, to scoop her up and take her to the fresh air outside and make love to her but that was impossible. “I’ll be back,” she said. Her eyes left his and turned hard. She looked around at her soldiers, they were ready to follow her anywhere.

      Without a look back she ducked into the dim tunnel and disappeared, followed by the rest of her platoon. When they’d all gone, O’Connor, Carver and Swan were left alone. The silence was heavy between them. Confusion flooded O’Connor as he realized he was in some strange new world where the woman went off to war while he remained behind.

      Carver watched O’Connor’s reaction and thought he saw something there. He shook his head and muttered to himself, “Well I’ll be damned.”
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        * * *

      

      The trail was easy to follow. The Japanese made no efforts to cover their tracks. The Filipino platoon trotted along the path moving deeper and deeper into the jungle. The further they went the more chance they’d run into an ambush, at least that was what Felipe told Sam. The trail was relatively straight, leading toward the mountains.

      Sam wondered who was leading the Japanese. Was it his brother, Berto? He’d looked for him amongst the bodies in the final bunker. He’d recognized a few of the shredded makapili, but Berto wasn’t one of them. He didn’t know quite how he’d feel if he found him amongst the dead. He wanted revenge, wanted him to pay for killing Lola and enslaving their sister, but he was also his brother and the final member of his family. Can I kill him if the opportunity arises? He had no idea, but he thought he might soon find out. He had a strong feeling that his older brother was still alive and guiding the Japanese.

      Felipe stayed close to Sam as they followed the trail. He had his rifle slung over his shoulder. They were near the middle of the platoon. “Soon we will find the Japanese and destroy them. Then we’ll have our island and our freedom back.”

      Sam furrowed his brow. “It seems like the Japanese have always been here.”

      Felipe nodded. “Yes, I forget how young you are. You were maybe ten? Eleven?” Sam shrugged, not liking the question. “Well, it doesn’t matter. We will have to rebuild our country. Men like you and me will be responsible for doing so.”

      Sam gestured forward. “And will women like Major Cruz have a say?”

      Felipe shrugged. “She and many more like her are heroes. I think there is always a place for heroes.”

      “And what of my sister?” He looked at his feet, then sideways at Felipe when he didn’t answer right away.

      Felipe looked down too. “If she’s still alive, she will have a harder path. She’ll be looked at as a collaborator.”

      Sam faced Felipe in a whirl and puffed his chest out. He had to remember to keep his voice down. “She’s no collaborator. She was kidnapped and anything she’s done she was forced to do.”

      Felipe nodded but kept his eyes forward. “It might be better if she died. Then she’d be considered no less than the major.”

      “She’ll be considered a traitor if she survives? Is that what you’re telling me?”

      Felipe put up his hands, “I’m only saying she’ll have a hard path.”

      “I pray every day she’s alive. When I find her, I will not allow her to be mistreated. I failed her once, I won’t a second time.”

      The trail angled into a canyon and Sam increased his pace, leaving Felipe behind. The thought of his sister being considered a Japanese collaborator, put into the same class as his brother, made him seethe. He closed his eyes hard trying to picture Yelina’s face, but he saw her painted like a whore, a geisha, he thought they were called. He said a silent prayer and moved up behind Major Cruz. He wanted to ask her what she thought her sister’s fate would be if he found her.

      He was trying to get the nerve to speak to her when the soldiers in front suddenly crouched and the entire column stopped. Sam brought his carbine off his shoulder and scanned the surrounding jungle. They were in a creek-bed. There was a trickling flow of clear water moving through moss covered rocks and mud. Sam looked at the sloped ridges to either side. If the Japanese had doubled back and were above them, it wouldn’t go well.

      The scouts thought the same thing and Sam could hear them whispering to Major Cruz and pointing to the surrounding terrain. She nodded and looked back at Sam. She hadn’t noticed him and gave him a quick smile. She signaled that he should move to the ridge to the right. He nodded and started climbing the gentle slope. Most of the platoon moved with him, but some moved up the left ridge too. The scouts and Major Cruz stayed in the creek-bed.

      Sam realized he was the point-man on the right ridge. He looked behind and saw the next Filipino fighter ten meters away. Sam waited until he saw Major Cruz wave her hand forward. With his carbine at the ready he moved forward.

      He’d grown up mostly in the city, but his father loved to hike and he’d spent many happy days at his side listening to him talk about various plants and animals they came across. This was entirely different though. Back then, the jungle had seemed a magical place, something he could leave behind and know was there for his pleasure. Now, the magic was gone, or had been replaced with a dark magic, full of danger and death.

      He concentrated on trying to walk quietly. He remembered his father taking slow, careful footsteps when trying to get close to a deer. He tried to mimic that now, but he felt clumsy. Soon he was sweating more heavily than normal. The extra effort trying to stay quiet and maintaining concentration was taking its toll. He shook his head and felt drops of sweat fly off his nose and chin. He glanced behind and saw the fighter walking as if on a Sunday stroll. How did I get myself into this?

      He gritted his teeth and saw the diminutive form of Major Cruz moving along the creek-bed. She moved effortlessly from boulder to boulder. She made it look easy and he wondered if she grew up hunting. He didn’t remember her mentioning it when she taught him English. Of course, if someone told him his English teacher would one day be a great military hero, he would have laughed them out of the room.

      He was brought out of his musings abruptly. He froze in place and concentrated on the jungle. He’d heard something, something out of place, but what was it? He played the noise back. Was it metal scraping metal? He squinted and focused every sense. Then he saw it, the outline of a barrel protruding from a thick copse of bushes. It wasn’t aimed at him, but into the canyon, tracking Major Cruz’s path. There wasn’t time for a warning, he put his carbine to his shoulder, released the safety and pulled the trigger at the same instant the barrel in the bushes fired. The sharp crack sounded out of place in the serene jungle landscape. There was a pause as the Filipinos first froze, then found cover.

      Sam ran forward. The muzzle had vanished. He had his carbine leveled at the spot. He sensed movement further along the ridge. He crouched behind a rock and aimed. He fired at the movement. There were suddenly shapes and movement everywhere he looked. He pulled the trigger until his magazine was empty. He dropped behind cover just as the crashing of many rifles opened fire. Bullets whizzed and ricocheted off the rock. Sam cowered, making himself as small a target as possible. The jungle around him shredded with bullets. The air seemed alive with steel.

      He fumbled to insert another magazine, finally slamming it home and cycling a round into the chamber. He heard the sound of more rifles opening up, his comrades joining the fight. The volume of bullets hitting the rock he crouched behind, lessened. He peaked over the top and fired at movement and muzzle flashes then dropped back to cover.

      There was a heavy volume of fire coming from behind him. His Filipino comrades were flooding the area with lethal fire. The Japanese firing subsided and soon the only sound was the crashing and popping of friendly fire.

      Sam waited until he saw his comrades advancing past him, then moved forward to a thick palm and lay at the base. He struggled to calm his breathing and he wiped the stinging sweat from his eyes. He searched for more targets but couldn’t see any. The firing from the other Filipinos died down and soon the silence of the sweltering jungle returned like an old familiar blanket.

      Sam could feel his heartbeat throbbing in his ears. He heard yelling and realized they were giving the all clear. Keeping his weapon ready, he stood on shaky legs. Sam went to the area where he’d seen the muzzle. He nearly stepped on the body tucked into the thick bush. The Japanese soldier was on his back, his right leg tucked unnaturally beneath him. His helmet was still firmly attached and his blank eyes stared. He had dark red stains along his left side. The long Arisaka rifle that had given him away, was on the ground pointing down the canyon.

      Felipe was beside him. He slapped his back and smiled. “Good job, soldier. You saved many men.” He looked down the canyon and saw Major Cruz. “Oh no, the major’s hit.”

      Sam followed his gaze. There was a cluster of men surrounding her. They were working frantically, applying bandages and pressure to a seeping wound. “I failed. I saw them too late. The major. How bad is it?”

      Felipe shook his head. “You did everything you could.” He pointed at him. “Stay here and watch the ridge. I’ll see how she’s doing.”
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      With the bunkers secure, the GIs were sent back to Cebu City for a well-earned period of rest and relaxation. Platoon Sergeant Carver was looking for a place to rack out for a few hours. He couldn’t remember a time he’d been more tired. He couldn’t seem to stop tripping and bumping into things. He needed to sleep. He found a cot in a secluded corner of an open-air tent. He sat and unbuckled his boots. He barely had the strength to pull them off. He rubbed his aching feet and was about to lay down and check out for the rest of the day and possibly the night, when Private Perkins trotted in. He had a satchel over his shoulder. His eyes lit up when he saw Carver. “Glad I found you, Sarge.”

      Carver growled, “What is it, Perkins?”

      He dug into the satchel and pulled out three letters. “Mail call.”

      Lilly. Carver reached out and snatched the letters before Private Perkins could get a look at them. The fatigue fell from his shoulders like shrugging off a heavy pack. Perkins said something, but Carver didn’t hear him. He finally left and Carver turned the letters over in his hand, inspecting every millimeter like they held clues to all the mysteries of the world. Each letter had a faint, but distinct smell. Lilly.

      He read each letter twice and fell asleep with them draped over his chest. He dreamed of her and the hammock in the jungle.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant O’Connor was exhausted, but restless. He laid on his cot staring up at the ceiling of the army green tent. The heat swept over him in waves, but his body was tired enough to sleep through a trip through hell itself. His mind, on the other hand, whirled and wouldn’t shut down. The image of Celine disappearing into the tunnel wouldn’t leave him. He wondered if she’d caught up to the fleeing Japanese. He wondered if she was in combat at that very instant. He told himself that she’d survived without his help for this long. She’d lived through much more dangerous situations over the past three years of occupation. But it still drove him crazy knowing she was in danger while he relaxed in safety. Sleep finally caught up to him and he slipped into a dreamless abyss of blackness.

      He was awakened what seemed like only seconds but was actually six hours later. It took persistent poking and prodding by a nervous Private Perkins, but he finally cracked his eyes open and sneered. “This better be good, Private.”

      “Sorry Sarge. Wouldn’t a done it if I had any other choice. Lieutenant Swan wants all the NCOs to report to the gymnasium as soon as possible.”

      O’Connor swung his legs to the side of the cot and put his head in his hands. He rubbed his eyes and nodded. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.” Perkins turned to leave. “You hear any news about those Filipinos chasing the Japs?”

      Perkins shook his head. “No, sir. Not a word.”

      Ten minutes later O’Connor sat next to Carver and the other NCOs and officers of the 164th Regiment. Half the men looked haggard and tired, the other half rested and clean. Only half the regiment had been used, along with elements of the 180th, to assault the bunker system.

      O’Connor looked Carver over. He looked tired, but he had a slight smile on his face, as if he knew some secret that no one else did. O’Connor felt like hell. “What’re you grinning about?”

      Carver snapped out of his reverie. “Huh? What?”

      “You look like the cat that ate the canary. What’s up?”

      Carver shook his head. He still had dark stains of mud and gunpowder on his face, making his teeth look extra white. “Got some letters from Lilly. That’s all.”

      O’Connor looked at his boots and shook his head. “Jesus, Sarge. You’re like some love-struck rube.”

      The grin disappeared from Carver’s face. “Watch your mouth, Sergeant. I’m still your superior.”

      O’Connor looked to the podium and shook his head. “You actually think we’re gonna survive this don’t you?”

      Carver looked at his old friend. Neither of them thought they’d make it off the Canal in ’42. When they did, they thought they’d never make it out of Bougainville in ’44. Now they’d made it through the first phase of the Philippine campaign.

      Carver realized his attitude had changed since meeting Lilly. He saw a possible future he wanted like nothing he’d ever wanted before. Was he losing his edge? Was the reason he kept surviving because he’d already accepted his fate? Would Lilly be his death? He wasn’t able to ponder it long.

      General Arnold strode in and the entire cadre sprang to their feet and saluted. He saluted back. “At ease men. Have a seat.” He waited until they’d re-settled.

      “We routed the Japanese today. The remnants of their shattered command are being pursued into the jungle where they will either be destroyed or contained. Either way, the southern part of the island is secure from a long and brutal occupation, thanks to your courage and valor. Fighting continues in the north, but we expect victory there soon. Convey my gratitude to your men.”

      He stepped to the map hanging from a board behind him. With a wooden pointer, he smacked it. “This is our next target. Bohol.” There was sniggering from the fresh troops and a murmur went through the group. “Odd name, I know, but it has an estimated thousand Japanese soldiers that need to be dealt with.” He smacked the bigger island to the north of Bohol. “We need to clear Bohol before we move on southern Negros. We don’t want to leave any Japs behind us.” He let that sink in. “Bohol is tiny, but well defended. The Japs are well dug in on the high ground. We don’t think they have much in the way of artillery, at most some mortars, but they’ve honeycombed the island and we’ll have to root them out one by one.” He looked at the soldiers. It was nothing they hadn’t heard before. “Portions of the 164th and 40th will be teaming up for this one. There’s a contingent of Filipino fighters on Bohol. You’ll link up and they’ll guide you inland.” He looked at his notes. “Major Ingencio is in command.”

      He looked the men over. “I know we’re barely done with things here, but MacArthur wants Negros taken yesterday, which means we have to move fast. We’ll be debarking two days from now. It’s a short boat ride. We don’t expect any hostilities on the beach, but our destroyers and cruisers will be standing by, just in case.” He collected his notes and smiled at the faces staring back at him. “The Bohol operation will involve three companys. Able from the 164th, Easy and Charlie from the 40th.”

      It was all Carver could do not stand up and protest. He could see the back of Captain Flannigan’s head a couple rows in front. He tried to bore holes in his skull with his eyes. He muttered under his breath, “Son-of-a-bitch.”

      O’Connor leaned back in the metal folding chair and crossed his arms. The thought of leaving the island before knowing the outcome of the Celine’s mission, made him nauseous.

      General Arnold stepped away from the podium. “I know we’ve been through a lot, but we have to keep our foot on the gas pedal. The Japs are reeling and the harder we push the quicker we can end this thing and get home.” He turned and strode out the way he’d come.

      The room broke into varied conversations and started to clear out. O’Connor was on his feet. Carver started to walk away, he had a lot to prep for the coming mission. O’Connor shook his head. “I can’t leave without knowing how Celine … I mean Major Cruz is faring in the jungle. I can’t leave it hanging like that.”

      Carver remembered the look O’Connor and Cruz had shared in the tunnel. He’d forgotten all about it in his extreme fatigue and joy at reading Lilly’s letters. He looked hard at O’Connor. “Hell, I’d forgotten about that. Obviously, something happened between you two. Look, I’m sure she …”

      O’Connor interrupted him. “Doesn’t matter. She’s off chasing Japs and I’m leaving the island to fight on another.” He looked at his feet. “Probably better this way.” He spit a stream of clear spit.

      Carver knew he was hurting. “She’ll be alright. She’s been doing this shit for years now. She’s an impressive soldier.”

      “I know all that.” He cut his eyes at Carver. “Doesn’t make it any easier.”

      Carver nodded. “I know. I think about Lilly every damned day. I…”

      O’Connor cut in. “Lilly’s safe back at the hospital. All she’s gotta worry about is getting groped by horny doctors. Celine’s out chasing Japs in the jungle.”

      Carver’s jaw rippled as he gritted his teeth. He was going to say something more but realized nothing he could say would make it better. He’s confused about his feelings. He put his finger in O’Connor’s face. “When we get to butthole, or Bohol or whatever the hell island, you stay focused on doing your job. The men need your leadership. Understand?” O’Connor pushed his finger away and stalked off like a scolded child.
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        * * *

      

      The next day was spent resupplying and getting ready for the assault on Bohol Island. Most of the regiment lounged, but Able Company soldiers were busy.

      Carver was making the rounds, making sure the disgruntled GIs were staying focused. He came across a group of GIs hand loading magazines with bullets. Private McGillis looked up at Carver. “Why we always get the shitty end of the stick, Sarge? There’s other companies seen half the combat we have, but we’re always picked.”

      Carver felt the same way but couldn’t let on. “Because we’re the best, McGillis, that’s why.”

      Private Gilson chimed in. “That’s bullshit and you know it, Sarge. It’s Flannigan. Always volunteering us, trying to get promoted by putting us in harm’s way.”

      Carver knelt beside the men and spit a stream onto the muddy ground. “Look, I know it’s a shitty deal. You’re probably right about Flannigan, I don’t know, but we’ve got a job to do and the quicker we do it the quicker this war ends and we all go home.” The GIs kept loading their magazines. “We’ve got a good officer in Lieutenant Swan. He’ll do what’s best for us, despite the captain.”

      Private First-Class Haley squinted at Carver. “Why is it we never see Cap’n Flannigan when the shit hits the fan?”

      Carver stood and looked over the harbor. A steady stream of supplies were being loaded onto troop ships. He grinned at the GIs but didn’t answer.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant O’Connor made sure his men were ready and getting what they needed. He did his duties on auto-pilot. His thoughts were elsewhere. He kept glancing toward the heavy jungle to the north where the Filipino guerrillas were chasing the remnants of the Japanese forces.

      A full day had passed since he’d last seen Major Cruz and not knowing if she was alive or dead was tearing him up. He’d caught Platoon Sergeant Carver watching him and felt embarrassed. He knew he was acting like some love-struck child. He immersed himself in over preparing for the coming landing, but Celine was never far from his thoughts.

      That evening, after the men had eaten, he wandered around the beach. The gentle lapping of the waves against the white sand was soothing. He watched the sun disappear into the sea. The day suddenly transferred to night. He shook his head. There’s no dusk here, only day and night.

      He found himself walking past HQ. It was set up in a large, open air tent. General Arnold had moved out of Cebu City in order to be closer to the developing operation.

      The coming landing on Bohol was a minor show. The real push would come from the main forces of the 40th and Americal Divisions landing on the southern and northern ends of Negros Island. Negros was due North from Cebu, but the ships had to move west until they cleared the tip of Cebu before they could turn north. The assault on Bohol would happen first, a couple days before the first landings on Negros.

      O’Connor stopped to watch the hustle and bustle around the tent. Runners were darting into and out of the area like ants on urgent errands. The machine never rests. He listened as a flight of distant bombers streaked overhead. There was still sun up there and he could see light reflecting off the aircraft. He wondered where they were headed. There were any number of Japanese bases and occupied islands within range of the multiple American airfields. Can they strike Japan from here? He shook his head.

      He was about to move on when he saw a different soldier running toward the HQ. He wore a khaki top and shorts and his skin was dark. A guerrilla. O’Connor became alert and without knowing he was doing it, ran toward the lit up interior of the tent.

      He got to the guard posted outside and stopped when he was challenged with an outstretched rifle. “Halt.”

      O’Connor eyed the man. “Let me through, Private. I have business inside.”

      “Sorry, Sarge. My orders are to limit entry to everyone except runners and officers.”

      O’Connor looked into the tent and could see the guerrilla speaking urgently to an officer. He recognized Colonel Cushing. O’Connor was desperate for news about Major Cruz. He eyed the soldier and squinted. The GI looked competent and ready to enforce his orders at any cost. O’Connor imagined himself taking him out but decided it would do no good to be put in the brig, and perhaps the hospital. He moved away from the guard, but stood a few yards away waiting for the runner to come out.

      He could see the animated conversation continuing beyond the guard. Soon Cushing conferred with other officers then came back and relayed a message to the Filipino, who snapped off a crisp salute and moved to the door.

      O’Connor stopped him as he was about to run past. The slight guerrilla stopped and focused on Sergeant O’Connor. His face lit up when he recognized him. “Sergeant O’Connor. Hello.”

      “Sam, I didn’t recognize you at first.” He grasped Sam’s shoulders and squared him up to himself. “What’s happening out there?” He forced himself not to ask about Major Cruz.

      Sam’s smile faded. “We’ve been fighting a running battle with the Japs. They continue to retreat, but they leave small units behind to slow us down.” He looked into O’Connor’s eyes. “The Major is wounded.”

      All color drained from O’Connor’s face. He almost staggered as his legs threatened to give out. “What? How bad?”

      “A sniper.” He looked at the ground. “It was my fault. I shot an instant too late.”

      O’Connor shook Sam’s shoulders. “Is, is she dead?”

      Sam looked up abruptly and shook his head. “No, but she’s hurt bad. The others are bringing her out.” He pointed toward the tent he’d just left. “Colonel Cushing ordered me to bring a doctor and a medic to keep her alive while they move her.”

      O’Connor nodded and released him. “Go! What are you waiting for? Go!” Sam looked confused but darted away.

      O’Connor went back to the tent and the guard tilted his head. O’Connor said, “Is Lieutenant Swan or Captain Flannigan in there?”

      The guard shrugged. “What’s it to you?”

      O’Connor had had enough. He lunged and got right up to the guard’s face before he could block him with his rifle. He put his finger close to his nose and seethed. “Don’t fuck with me, soldier.” The guard blanched, sensing O’Connor’s malice and deadly intent.

      There was movement just inside the tent flap and a familiar voice said. “Sergeant O’Connor is that you?”

      O’Connor stepped away from the guard and replied, “Yes sir, Lieutenant Swan, it’s me. Can I have a word, sir?”

      “Of course.” He addressed the guard. “At ease soldier.” The guard looked relieved and stepped aside. O’Connor moved past him. “What’s up, Sergeant?”

      “Sir, that Filipino runner that just came in, Sam,” Swan nodded. “He had news about Major Cruz.”

      Lieutenant Swan nodded but looked grim. “Yes. She took a sniper’s bullet. She’s in critical condition. They’re bringing her here as quickly as they can.”

      O’Connor’s eye twitched, and his voice broke. “I know. I need to go out with the medic to meet her on the trail. I could help.”

      Swan frowned and his forehead wrinkled. “What? Why? What’s this all about?”

      O’Connor shook his head, wondering what to say. “Sir, I … well, I just need to help her. It would mean a lot to me.”

      Swan shook his head. “They won’t be here until tomorrow morning at the earliest. You’ll be on a ship steaming toward Bohol.” He saw the anguish overcome O’Connor. O’Connor looked around like a caged animal.

      The sudden realization came to Swan. My God. He’s in love with her. He put a hand on his shoulder and could feel the tension of his sinewy muscles. He wracked his brain for a solution. “I don’t know what went on between you and it’s probably best I never do. You’re obviously frantic. Maybe I could put you on sick call?”

      The thought of bailing out on his men with a fake sickness nearly made him sick for real. Swan saw the disgust creep across his face. He was fascinated as he watched O’Connor sift through the decision. It was like watching a well-matched tennis game. Finally O’Connor shook his head. He looked into Swan’s eyes and he would’ve sworn he saw the beginnings of tears. Nah, can’t be. This son-of-a-bitch is tough as nails.

      O’Connor shook his head in defeat. “I can’t do that, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      The boat ride from Talisay Bay to the beach at Tagbilarin on Bohol only took a few hours. To the relief of everyone, the landing was unopposed. In fact, they were met with joyous cheering from hundreds of Filipino guerrillas and townsfolk. They met up with units of the 40th Infantry Division soon after landing.

      Bohol looked identical to the island they’d left that morning. The air was muggy, the beaches sparkling white, and the rolling hills covered with low, dense scrub and palms. Platoon Sergeant Carver thought it would be beautiful if not for the war.

      Carver watched from a distance as the cheering guerrillas quieted at a command from a stocky guerrilla wearing a cocked jungle hat. They quickly formed into ranks and snapped to attention. They wore khaki tops and shorts that covered their dark skin and hard, sinewy muscle. Despite their broad smiles, they looked like a lethal force.

      The stocky guerrilla stepped up to Captain Flannigan. “I’m Major Ingencio.” He gestured to the men forming up behind him. “And these are some of my men. We are at your disposal.”

      Captain Flannigan braced and saluted the guerilla. Even from a distance, Carver could see the indecision in Flannigan’s salute. He was still unsure if the Filipino guerrilla officers used the same military courtesies.

      While the officers conversed, the offloading of men and material continued. Carver studied the town situated on the bay. It was small by comparison to US towns and built from different materials, but it looked like it wouldn’t be a bad place to live before the Japanese came. He guessed the Filipinos lived a happy existence of fishing and farming. There was no sign of the Japanese occupation and he wondered if the guerrillas had already eradicated them.

      That thought was dashed when Private Perkins approached. The short kid always reminded him of the pet ferret he’d owned when he was a kid. His squeaky voice cemented the thought. “Lieutenant Swan says the guerrillas have the Japs pinned down in the hills about three miles inland. Wants us to push forward immediately.”

      An hour later Able Company along with the 40th Division’s Charlie Company moved through the small fishing village. Every doorway was filled with smiling brown faces. Children ran up to them and marched beside them. Carver kept his eyes forward, looking for trouble. He had his Thompson slung over his right shoulder. He glanced back at Sergeant O’Connor, leading second squad. O’Connor’s face was an unreadable mask to most, but Carver could see the pain just beneath the hard surface.

      A child ran up to Carver and tugged on his pant leg. Carver ignored it and kept scanning for threats. The tug persisted and he finally looked down. The tiny face beaming back at him looked to be that of a five-year-old boy. “Git outta here, kid.” The child kept on smiling and tugging. “Where are your parents, dammit?” The boy kept tugging, not speaking, but the intent was clear. Finally, Carver shook his head and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a chocolate bar and handed it to him. The boy took it. The bar looked huge in his tiny hand. His smile grew impossibly big. Carver thought the kid’s cheeks would burst. He shooed him away. “Now leave me alone. Get outta here.” The boy stepped away and snapped off a salute. He kept walking beside him with his hand saluting, staring at Carver. Carver ignored him, but the kid persisted and finally Carver stopped and faced him. The boy squinted up at him. Carver looked at the men streaming past. He cursed under his breath but braced and gave the kid a perfect salute. The boy’s face went serious and he dropped the salute, saying something Carver couldn’t understand. “Don’t mention it.” Carver continued walking and the boy stayed in place and watched him go, the chocolate bar melting in this hand.

      Corporal Mathews trotted up next to him. “You getting soft on us, Sarge?”

      Carver growled, “Fuck you, Corporal. Damned kid wouldn’t leave me alone.”

      Mathews smiled. “Cute kid. Glad he doesn’t have to live under the boot of the Japs anymore.”

      Carver grunted and kept walking. Mathews continued beside him. “Something on your mind?”

      Mathews stole a glance behind him. “I’m worried about Sergeant O’Connor. He’s been quiet all day. Didn’t say more’n two words the entire boat ride. Seems preoccupied with something.”

      Carver glanced back. O’Connor was staring straight ahead. “Got some bad news just before we left. He’ll be alright, just give him space.”

      Mathews nodded. “Figured it was something like that.”
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      Major Ingencio’s guerrillas led the two companies of GIs three miles inland along a well-used dirt road. The guerrillas walked like they were on a Sunday stroll. They weren’t worried about being attacked.

      They stopped at the base of a small hill. There was a large, well established base full of more Filipino fighters. They greeted the newcomers with smiles and backslaps. Platoon Sergeant Carver thought it felt more like a party atmosphere than a war zone.

      There were small cooking fires sending white wisps of smoke through the sparse tree canopy. The green hills beyond the camp were easily visible and the obvious signs of human activity were everywhere. Carver smacked Cpl. Mathew’s arm and pointed. “Those are Jap bunkers.” He squinted and noticed the same wispy smoke coming from the hills. “They’re occupied too.” He looked around the camp, no one seemed concerned about the Japanese forces less than a quarter mile away. Mathews nodded and shrugged his shoulders, unable to explain the odd situation. Carver continued. “Japs must be out of mortars, otherwise they’d have a field day.”

      An hour later the officers and NCOs were brought into a large central area of the camp. It was well fortified, which made Carver feel better. They sat on stumps and rickety wooden chairs.

      Soon Major Ingencio stood and addressed them. “As you can see, the Japanese sit on the high ground, not far from our position. They are completely surrounded by my forces. I have five-thousand men keeping them penned inside their small perimeter. The hill you see is the only land they hold. We figure there are five-hundred troops defending the area.” He let that sink in. “We have them completely cut off from resupply, however they have an unlimited supply of food stores, and the rains keep them supplied with water. They sit inside an intricate bunker system. The bunkers are strong and will be able to withstand a frontal assault with ease.”

      Carver looked at O’Connor and gave him a confused look. The major’s light, almost happy tone didn’t match the dire report. O’Connor shrugged back at him.

      Major Ingencio finished his briefing. “Now that you’re here, we’re ready to end the Japanese presence on the island.”

      Captain Flannigan looked confused as well. He stood and addressed the major. “Have you already tried an attack? It seems five-thousand men could overwhelm a force of five hundred beleaguered Japs, no matter their defenses.”

      Major Ingencio smiled. “We have not attacked them as it would be a waste of lives.” Captain Flannigan’s face turned beet red and he was about to explode, but Ingencio continued. “We finished wiring the hill only yesterday. We thought we’d wait for you Americans before setting it off.”

      Captain Flannigan voiced all their questions. “Wired it? What do you mean?”

      Major Ingencio gestured toward the hill. “The bunkers the Japanese sit in were built by us. For the past year, they’ve forced us to work under their horrible conditions. Many men and women died in the process.” He paused and looked down, then raised his eyes and continued. “There’s a large ammunition depot deep beneath the bunker system. As soon as we learned of it we started tunneling toward it. The entrance to that tunnel is over there.” He pointed toward the hills again. “The invaders have long since used up what was stored there. It is empty now and lays forgotten and sealed off from the bunkers above.” He looked over the group of dumbfounded GIs and smiled. “With the explosives you have brought, we can wire the depot and send the hill, along with every murdering Japanese soldier, to hell.”
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        * * *

      

      Platoon Sergeant Carver didn’t know if he believed Major Ingencio. He had no reason to doubt him, but the claim they could destroy the bunker system without exposing themselves to danger seemed like a fairy tale, and he knew fairy tales could easily turn to nightmares. So, he kept his men on task, not allowing them to become complacent, as the Filipinos seemed to be.

      The American officers weren’t taking the Major’s word at face value. They insisted on a first-hand view of the tunnel and depot. Carver assigned the task to Sergeant O’Connor.

      O’Connor was glad for the distraction. He’d been having trouble taking his mind off Major Cruz. Not knowing if she were alive or dead was agonizing. He didn’t know what to do or how to act. He was living in a nightmare. He desperately wanted to know her condition, but at the same time feared the information.

      He swapped out his M1 Carbine for a Thompson submachine gun. If the Japanese were waiting to spring a trap, he wanted the firepower. He teamed up with two swarthy and lethal looking Filipino guerrillas. They told him their names were Stuart and Donald.  They waited until dusk, then left the camp and approached the sloping hill.

      O’Connor let them lead. They moved carefully once they were outside the camp. It was the first time since landing, he’d seen the natives acting like they were in a combat zone. The change from happy-go-lucky to combat ready brought O’Connor out of his stupor and he felt his senses become razor sharp. He didn’t simply stop worrying about Celine but tucked it away until he was out of danger. The change felt better, less complicated.

      The Filipinos moved like ghosts through the jungle, not making a sound. O’Connor had instant respect for their skills.

      A few minutes later they stopped and crouched in front of a mass of bushes. O’Connor searched their faces. The one named Stuart inched forward and slowly pulled the bushes aside. He exposed a hole leading into the ground. He flashed a smile and disappeared into the hole head first. He wiggled his hips and was soon gone. Donald stepped aside and nodded at O’Connor. He slung his Thompson and adjusted it so it was tight on his back. He got on his belly and inched toward the hole. He had broader shoulders than the Filipino and had to shimmy his way side to side. He finally squeezed through and could feel the hole opening up in front of him. He arrested his slide downward, not liking the sensation of falling into dark space. A light came on and lit up the area. He could see Stuart smiling back at him. He held a small lantern.

      O’Connor got to the end of the short entrance and squeezed his way out and onto the dirt floor. It reminded him of taking a shit, and he was the turd.

      He made room as Donald slithered through and rolled onto the floor. Stuart didn’t wait for Donald to stand but lifted the light above his head and moved down the straight tunnel.

      O’Connor pulled his Thompson off his shoulder and held it in front. They moved fast. The ground was well trod and hard as concrete. The dirt above was supported by thick chunks of palms. O’Connor tried not to think of how many tons of earth were above his head. The tunnel was relatively flat, taking them deeper into the rising hill.

      It took ten minutes before Stuart stopped and crouched. He waited for O’Connor and Donald to stop. He hung the lantern on a nearby hook. It seemed the tunnel came to an abrupt end but upon closer inspection, O’Connor could see a kind of thatch door. It covered a much smaller tunnel than the one they sat in and he wondered if he’d be able to fit through. He couldn’t see how far the little tunnel went. Stuart gave him another grin and entered the tunnel like he was diving through rings in a pool. He slithered and gyrated until his feet were the only thing still in the larger tunnel. He paused, then disappeared quickly. O’Connor slung his weapon and looked back at Donald. He gave him a smile and indicated he should enter next.

      O’Connor took a deep breath and took the lantern off the hook. He ducked down and peered into the hole. He was relieved to see it was only six feet long. He could see another opening and this one opened up onto a larger room. He hung the lantern and slithered his way through the tunnel. It took all his strength to move the six feet. When he entered the weapons depot, he was sweating profusely and breathing hard.

      He somersaulted out of the hole and lay on the ground trying to catch his breath. Stuart put his hand on his shoulder. A second later another lantern was lit and Stuart held it up to shine on the room. It was square and there were broken crates and discarded pieces of equipment strewn around. There was a large crate blocking the tunnel they’d just come through. Stuart put the lantern on top of the crate and picked something off the ground. He placed it next to the lantern. O’Connor thought it looked like an oversized cork and realized it was used to stopper up the hole they’d just come through. It looked like a part of the wall, a clever disguise.

      O’Connor watched Donald slither through. When he was back on his feet, O’Connor stepped into the center of the room. He marveled at the engineering feat. He wondered how many Filipinos had died building this room. Had there been cave-ins? He shuddered thinking of a suffocating death.

      He strode to a door on the other side of the room. It was heavy iron and when he tested it, it didn’t budge. It was locked and barricaded from the inside. He wondered about that. Do the Japs suspect our intentions? Why lock it?

      Stuart and Donald stood in the center of the room and tilted their heads. Stuart pointed to the ceiling. Tiny particles of dust danced in the flickering light as vibrations from feet in rooms above, knocked them loose. The sound was hauntingly close, and O’Connor had to fight the urge not to pull his weapon off his shoulder. He pictured the hill they were beneath. He figured it rose over four-hundred feet from the base camp, which meant the Japanese had tunneled deep. They were right above their heads clomping around in their split-toed boots.

      The thought of all that earth coming down around them made him feel uneasy. He nodded and stepped away from the door. He whispered and his voice sounded loud. “I’ve seen enough, let’s get the hell outta here.”
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        * * *

      

      Platoon Sergeant Carver watched the Japanese held hill through binoculars. It was early evening and he could see smoke from small cooking fires. Occasionally he noticed darting shapes he assumed to be Japanese soldiers. He shook his head and spoke to Lt. Swan. “Poor bastards have no idea what’s about to happen.”

      Lt. Swan took the binoculars from him and nodded. “Definitely gonna be a big blast. We’ll need to evacuate this position. We’ll move back once it’s dark.” He looked at the scratched face of his watch. “At 1900 hours.” He took in a deep breath and let it out slow. “You confident with the explosives?”

      Carver nodded. “The demo guys walked me through it. They know what they’re doing and assured me it’ll work. The hill will be a smoking crater in the morning.”

      “Almost doesn’t seem fair. I thought about bringing up surrender to the captain. You know, give them a chance before we blow it, but they’d never go for it and would probably do a suicide attack, or fake a surrender.” He shook his head. “They’re gonna have to die like rats.”

      Platoon Sergeant Carver’s mouth downturned. “You’re right. No way they’d surrender that way. Against their bullshit code.”

      Another sergeant from the demolition platoon showed up and snapped off a quick salute. “Charges are ready, sir. We’ve extended the wires well back. The plunger’s back there.” He pointed behind them. “We can blow it whenever you’re ready.”

      “Thank you, sergeant. Captain Flannigan wants a 2200-hour detonation. Wants to be sure the Japs are all tucked in for the night.”

      A few hours later, the Filipino guerrillas and the GIs were well back from the base of the hill. The camp was abandoned, but there were still smoldering cooking fires dotted here and there. If the Japanese were observing them, it didn’t look any different from any other night.

      Captain Flannigan sat on a rickety chair beside the box-plunger, staring at his watch face. There was one minute until 2200 hours. He looked at Lt. Swan beside him. “This is gonna be something to see.”

      Swan could hear the excitement in his voice. He was like a kid about to open presents on Christmas morning. “Yes sir. Something to see.” Under his breath he murmured, “God have mercy on our souls.”

      Flannigan held up his hand like he was starting a hot-rod race. The demo sergeant crouched in front and put both hands on the plunger handle. He watched Flannigan with dull eyes. He knew what he was about to unleash on the men on the hill.

      Flannigan dropped his hand and said, “Now!” The demo sergeant tensed and pushed the plunger. It generated a satisfying charge which raced instantly through the wires, igniting the blasting caps beneath the bunker, and igniting the stack of high explosives.

      Everyone ducked and held their helmets, expecting a huge geyser of flame. Instead, there was a dull thump and a slight shaking of the ground. Carver lifted his head and looked toward the hill. In the pitch dark of night there wasn’t much to see. He could sense something happening, however. Suddenly dots of flames erupted all around the hill, like power lines falling during a wind storm. The thumping of distant explosions rolled past in concussive waves, rocking the trees and foliage.

      Captain Flannigan stood and with his balled fists on his hips asked, “Is that it? Did it work?”

      The demo sergeant nodded. “Oh yeah. It worked perfectly. I’ll bet the whole hill is collapsed in on itself.”

      “I was expecting a bigger bang.”

      The demo sergeant unhooked the wires from the box. “With that much earth above there was no way the blast was gonna penetrate all the way through, but believe me, the force went straight up and carved out the inside of that hill. There’d be nothing to keep the top from falling into the center.” He shook his head. “Those Japs that survived the initial blast were buried under tons of dirt soon after.” He pointed into the darkness where small spots of flame flickered. “Ground’s gonna be real unstable up there. Your men will need to be careful sifting through, may be some dangerous pockets.”
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      When it was light enough to see, the devastation was obvious. The hill was a mass of jumbled, smoldering earth. Platoon Sergeant Carver thought he’d feel good about the easy victory, but instead, dreaded the prospect of having to move through the wasteland. How many twisted and destroyed soldiers would he have to uncover?

      The Filipinos, on the other hand, were in high spirits. They danced around, slapped each other’s backs and laughed. Major Ingencio slapped Carver’s back. In broken English, he said, “What’s the matter? Would you rather attack the bunkers head-on?” Carver just shook his head. “You feel pity for them? Is that it? You pity the Japanese?”

      Carver looked the major in the eye. Major Ingencio put his hand on Carver’s shoulder. He pointed to the smoldering hill. “When the Japanese first came here, many feared them. They hid out in the hills, waiting to see what would happen. Those who stayed knew where they were, but never told. At first the Japanese did good things. They patched up leaking roofs and even rebuilt a schoolhouse. They improved the roads. After a month they gathered us in the center of town and told us they’d freed us from our Imperial masters. Told us we were free. They wouldn’t interfere with us as long as we followed their easy rules. They promised that once the war was won, we could govern ourselves. They asked us to relay their goodwill to those that fled.”  He looked at his feet, remembering. “We were fooled. We brought them out of the hills.” His voice caught in his throat. “The next day we were again gathered in the center. First, they tore the women and girls away from their husbands, sons and parents. They forced us to watch as they raped them. Then they hung them. All of them. Every man, woman, and child.” Bitter tears formed in the corners of his eyes. “Do not pity them. I only hope their deaths were slow and painful.”

      Carver nodded and unslung his Thompson. He pulled the bolt and checked he was locked and loaded. “When do we move up?”

      Major Ingencio smiled and wiped his eye. “Now. We move up now.” He walked away and yelled for his men to form up. They snapped into a loose combat formation and moved toward the carnage. The GIs followed.

      As they moved past the site of the base camp, the ground became uneven. Sergeant O’Connor pointed at a gaping, burnt hole in the ground. “That’s the tunnel entrance.” Carver could see half charred wires snaking into the hole. “Looks like the blast shot out the hole. Everything’s burnt.”

      Carver nodded. “Wouldn’t wanna be too close to that last night.”

      They moved up the slope. The ground felt different, like walking on sponge cake. Carver’s leather boots sank into the soft, churned soil. As they moved further up the hill, the walking became more difficult. There were holes, where it seemed the ground had simply sunk. It reminded Carver of the sink holes he’d seen back in South Dakota. He’d seen one swallow an entire house.

      The main line of bunkers loomed ahead. Some were obviously destroyed, torn apart. They were scorched with fire. He pointed, “The blast must’ve shot through their tunnels like water through a hose. Cooked ‘em all inside.”

      Sergeant O’Connor nodded. “Never knew what hit ‘em.” There was movement twenty yards ahead and O’Connor brought his M1 to his shoulder. Out of a smoking hole, a silhouette rose like an apparition. O’Connor kept his rifle trained on him. The form staggered and nearly fell on the torn ground.

      Carver had his Thompson leveled and moved forward. As he got closer he could see it was a Japanese soldier. His clothes were burned away and he was charred black. Red and pink spots of flesh showed where his skin had sluffed off. Half the skin of his face remained. The other half showed white where the skull poked through. The soldier staggered forward, but his eyes were clouded white and Carver figured he was probably blind.

      Carver cursed under his breath. He dropped to his knees when he heard the shot. It came from O’Connor.

      The Japanese soldier fell and bits of charred flesh cracked and oozed red. O’Connor’s voice sounded cold. “I wouldn’t let a dog suffer like that. Needed to be put down.”

      Carver moved forward and stood over the smoldering mess. The stink made him wince, but it was a familiar smell. He looked beyond the soldier and saw a gaping hole. He dropped into a crouch and pointed his muzzle into the hole. Black smoke curled out and disappeared in the daylight.  The smell of burnt flesh was strong.

      He moved to the edge and peered inside, but it was too dark. He felt the hairs on his arms stand up, it was like looking into the very pits of hell. Some of the other GIs spread out around him and crinkled their noses in disgust. Private McGillis suddenly arched forward and lost his breakfast. Corporal Mathews shook his head. “Must be a lot of ‘em down there.”

      Carver stared into the abyss. “It’ll be their final resting place.”

      They searched for two more hours. They found more holes beneath destroyed bunkers, but no more survivors. The stink was suffocating. Carver got the word to return to the jungle. The men wasted no time. They trotted off the hill, glad to get away from the hellish landscape and relieved they didn’t have to investigate the gaping tunnels and holes.
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      Sergeant O’Connor was glad to get away from the mountain of death. He blew his nose and looked at the black sludge on his kerchief. Jap goo. The smell permeated his body and seemed to ooze from every pore. Even though they’d been off the hill for hours, the smell lingered. He guessed it was tattooed forever in his skin.

      He took off his helmet and wiped his brow. He glanced back at the hill. It smoldered and looked like a dying animal breathing its final breath. The thought made him think of Celine. Had she breathed her final breath? The thought made his own breath come up short. A wave of nausea swept through him and he thought he might vomit, but it passed. He closed his eyes, but the image of the staggering Japanese soldier filled his vision. What a nightmare.

      He was relieved when he heard Private Perkins. “The lieutenant wants to see you.”

      O’Connor nodded and stood. He swayed for a moment but moved forward. Why does every part of my body ache? He found the other NCOs gathered around Lt. Swan. His faded olive drab uniform hung off his rail-thin frame and O’Connor wondered how he managed. He wondered if he ached as much as he did.

      “I’ve heard from Division. They’re falling over themselves congratulating one another. They didn’t expect this operation to go so smoothly. We only had two casualties, some idiots from the 40th put their jeep head on into an unyielding palm tree. No combat related casualties at all and the complete destruction of the Japanese forces on Bohol.” He looked the men over. They looked tired despite the easy victory. “That was a nasty scene up there. I doubt we’ll ever wash the smell off. Division wants us to stay here a few days and watch for any more enemy activity.” The men glanced back at the smoldering, stinking hill. “They didn’t specify where, so I’m moving us out of here and back to the port town. We can rest up and try to wash the stink off.” The men nodded, glad to get away from the area. “Don’t get too comfortable though. We’ll be shipping out soon to join the rest of the 164th assaulting Negros Island. It’s only a couple miles that way.” He pointed North. “Around the tip of Cebu. Negros will be a tough nut to crack. The reports from the Filipinos aren’t good. The Japs are well dug in and once again, own the high ground. There won’t be an easy victory. The Filipinos have sustained heavy casualties trying to roust them. We’ll be in for another hard fight.” He let that sink in. “We won’t be alone though. In fact, we’ll probably be held in reserve since we weren’t slated to finish up here for at least another week.”

      Carver shook his head. “Reserve? Maybe in a perfect world, sir.” He looked to the others. “I wouldn’t count on that.”
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        * * *

      

      The GIs entered the port town of Tagliab and were greeted like conquering heroes. The Filipino natives lined the streets much the way they had when the GIs first arrived only days before. This celebration was even more joyous. Their Japanese tormentors were finally gone.

      The GIs walked in two parallel lines. Carver was beside O’Connor. He talked over the din of cheering and singing. “We hardly did a thing. Just brought the damned explosives.” A young Filipino girl ran up and shoved a bright colored flower in Carver’s belt. It was the fifth one. “I’m starting to look like some kind of parade float.” He patted the girl on the head and she beamed up at him with a broad smile.

      O’Connor responded. “I need to find the radio room.”

      Carver could see the worry on O’Connor’s face. It was making him look older than his twenty years. “Once we get the men settled, we’ll go to the port.  See about a radio.”

      O’Connor squinted at Carver. He shook his head. “You look like a damned marionette. Or a piñata.” His face turned serious. “Thanks, Sarge. The not knowing is killing me.” Carver nodded, knowing O’Connor wasn’t big on conversation. Particularly about his personal life.

      An hour later the throngs of GIs were happily sprawled in the southernmost part of the town. The residents had taken them in by twos and threes, happy to share their homes with the men who’d helped destroy the hated Japanese.

      Carver, O’Connor and Sergeant Levy were given an empty house whose occupants had been hung in the town square three years before. There were still family photos hanging on the walls. Carver felt like he was trespassing.

      Carver studied a photo that was bigger than the rest. It showed a family. A proud man with his chest puffed out and his right hand on the shoulder of a beautiful woman, whose smile threatened to break the glass from the picture frame. His left hand rested on a young girl with long hair. The epitome of innocence and goodness. They all wore their best clothes. Carver thought they looked happy. So happy. They couldn’t foresee the storm brewing that would ultimately sweep them away like so much dust.

      O’Connor stepped beside him. He glanced at the photo but didn’t dwell on it. “Let’s get to the radio center.”

      Carver jolted and nodded. “Yeah, sure.” He tore his eyes from the picture. He grabbed his Thompson as he left the house.

      It was midday and hot, but the clouds forming on the horizon were a sure sign of rain. The closer they got to the port the more GIs and sailors they saw. There was a celebratory attitude. He thought it might be a wild night in Tagliab. He wondered if there were any MPs or Navy Shore Patrol personnel around. If so, they’d have their hands full tonight.

      It was easy to find the communications area. He searched the skyline until he saw antennas swaying in the gentle breeze. He pointed and O’Connor nodded and picked up the pace. Carver held him back. “Let me do the talking.” O’Connor brushed him off and kept his pace.

      The antennas came out the sides of an expansive tent. The heavy burlap sides were rolled up, giving the men inside some relief from the sweltering heat. There was a guard looking bored at the entrance to the tent. He had bright letters painted in white that said, ‘MP,’ on his helmet. Guess that answers that. Carver had heard about the MPs and SPs but hadn’t come across any since he’d left the states. Guess they finally caught up to the war.

      O’Connor stepped up to the MP and tried to walk past. The broad chested cop stuck his meaty hand out and placed it on O’Connor’s chest, stopping him. O’Connor’s eyes went dark and Carver had to act fast or his sergeant would spend the next few days in the brig. “We have urgent business inside, Corporal.”

      The MP had a Texas drawl. “You can’t just walk on by me, Sergeant.” He locked eyes with O’Connor. “I’ve got my orders.”

      Carver could see the cauldron about to explode in O’Connor. The big texan was overconfident that his size would protect him, but Carver knew the man’s life hung by a thread. “Look, Corporal, we need to use the radio to check on some wounded we left back in Cebu City. Men we fought with since the Canal.”

      The reference to Guadalcanal had the desired effect. Everyone knew about the battle and everyone knew the men that fought there were hardened veterans. “You were on the Canal?” His hard cop demeanor melted away and suddenly he looked like a child hoping for a bedtime story.

      Carver nodded. “Course we were.”

      The MP whose nametag said ‘Blake,’ looked back inside the tent. O’Connor took advantage of the hesitation and slipped past the big man. The MP reached for him, but Carver put his hand on the MP’s shoulder. “Yeah, it was really something. Japs everywhere, marauding Zeros, Jap cruisers pasting the beach every damned day and night.”

      The MP turned back to Carver, forgetting about O’Connor. “Is it true about the suicide charges?”

      O’Connor ignored the storytelling session and bee-lined it to the bank of radios with the lone operator sitting in front. He put his hand on the dozing man’s shoulder. He nearly jumped out of his skin. “Need to get through to Division back in Cebu City.”

      The corporal looked O’Connor up and down. He saw the Platoon Sergeant chatting up the MP. “Guessing this isn’t official business?”

      “Look, Corporal…” he looked at his nametag, “Wicker. I need to be patched through. Now.”

      Corporal Wicker evaluated the hard stare from the sergeant. His eyes widened when he saw the venom that seemed to shoot from them. He noticed the sergeant’s uniform was sun-faded and his boots were scuffed and nearly worn through at the toe. He looked like a man who’d killed many times and wouldn’t hesitate to do so again.

      It wasn’t the first time he had GIs come in and want to use the radio, but he was usually able to get some loot from them. He thought demanding loot from the sergeant wouldn’t be a sound life choice. “Sure, sure thing Sergeant. I know the guy on the other end, Corporal Charlie Kent. He’s a good guy. Shoot the shit all the time.”

      “Ask Charlie to find a Filipino guerrilla, someone that has information on a Major Cruz. She was wounded in the hills outside the city and I wanna know how she’s.” He hesitated. “I wanna know how that soldier’s doing.”

      Corporal Wicker gave him a sly grin. “Sure thing, Sarge.” He put the headphones on and fired up the radio. It gave off a high-pitched whirring sound as it warmed up. He noticed O’Connor breathing down his neck and pulled one head phone off an ear. “You may as well wait over there. It’s gonna be awhile. He’ll have to round someone up that knows the major.”

      Corporal O’Connor nodded and stepped away. He found a wooden chair and slumped down in it. He listened as Corporal Wicker called in. He adjusted a dial and nodded his head. He looked back at O’Connor and spoke into the hand-set. O’Connor couldn’t understand what he was saying but he could tell by Wicker’s laughing that he was buddies with the GI on the other end. He wanted to tell him to get on with it, but decided he’d let it play out. Wicker seemed like he’d get around to it when he could.

      After a minute or two he pulled the headphones off his ears and turned back to O’Connor. “He’s checking. Said he knows a guy that’s been hanging out around the base a lot. A kid. He’ll give him the scoop. Shouldn’t be long.”

      O’Connor stood up. “He say what the kid’s name is?” Wicker shook his head. O’Connor wondered if it was Sam, the boy-soldier who’d helped lead them to the Japanese flank. He could still hear Carver regaling the MP with bullshit stories from Guadalcanal. The MP hung on every word, like he was listening to MacArthur himself.

      Five minutes passed when Wicker put down his girly magazine he’d been drooling over and picked up the headphones. He motioned for O’Connor who was already moving to his side. He kneeled beside the corporal.

      Wicker listened for a moment then said, “Yeah, yeah, I’m here. What you find out?” He listened and nodded his head, but before he got any information, O’Connor ripped the headphones off his head and pulled them over his ears. “Goddammit, sergeant. You nearly pulled my ears off,” complained Wicker.

      O’Connor ignored him and spoke into the hand-set. “Corporal Kent, this is Sergeant O’Connor. What you find out?”

      There was a second of confused silence then Cpl. Kent’s tinny voice came through. “What happened to Percy?”

      O’Connor looked at Corporal Wicker and winced, Percy? “He’s fine, just want to hear it first-hand.”

      The tinny voice came through like it was a thousand miles away. “Suit yourself. My boy Sam knows the major real well. He helped bring her out of the jungle, he says. He’s pretty upset about it, could hardly speak when I asked. He’s a tough kid, it must really be tearing him up to affect him like that. I wonder how he knew her…”

      O’Connor interrupted and yelled into the head-set. “Tell me how she is, goddammit!”

      There was a two second pause that seemed to take an eternity. “Boy says he thinks she’s dead.”

      O’Connor could feel his guts heave and he had to swallow the bile threatening to spew from his throat. The bitter taste stung his nasal cavity and his eyes watered. The world went blurry. He gripped the set and his voice cracked. “Put, put the boy on. Put Sam on. Is he there?”

      Charlie could hear the anguish in O’Connor’s voice. He spoke quieter. “No, he’s not here. Had to run off. I was lucky to find him as quick as I did.”

      O’Connor shook his head. “You, you said he thinks she’s dead. Is that exactly what he said? He used the word ‘think?’”

      There was a pause as Charlie thought about the conversation. “Yeah, he said ‘think.’ I’m sure of it.”

      O’Connor shook his head. “Why? Why’s he unsure?”

      He was trying to process.  Charlie answered. “I’m sure he meant she’s dead. You know these Filipinos fuck up English all the time. He meant she’s dead. I, I’m awfully sorry, Sergeant. I … “

      O’Connor ripped the headphones off and didn’t hear the rest of Corporal Kent’s condolences. Corporal Wicker picked the headphones off the ground and checked they weren’t damaged. He muttered under his breath about ungrateful sons-of-bitches.

      O’Connor stumbled to the door. Carver saw him coming and knew he’d gotten bad news, the worst news possible. He broke off his conversation with the MP and stepped aside. O’Connor shuffled past him like he wasn’t there. He left the MP watching his back as he trotted to catch up. He didn’t try to speak, he knew there was nothing he could say that would make any difference.

      He guided him to the little house they were staying in and made sure he found his bed. He left him staring at the ceiling. O’Connor hadn’t spoken a word. Carver broke the silence. “I’ll be in the next room. Need anything, just holler.” O’Connor didn’t reply and Carver didn’t wait around. He’d seen a stack of letters on the dining table as he’d walked by and he notice they were all addressed to him. Lilly.
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      Carver didn’t hear anything from O’Connor’s room. He sat at the tiny dining table and went through each letter. They carried her faint essence and he felt drunk each time he re-read them. They were mostly mundane, telling of the daily life of an Army nurse.

      He got his blood up when she told him how the doctor who’d signed off on his leg had come on to her soon after he’d left. She teased him that she was considering it, since he was a rich doctor, but decided she liked her rugged sergeant’s larger member. He had to re-read that line a few times. He shook his head and almost laughed out loud at her crassness but shoved his fist in his mouth and ran outside. He didn’t want O’Connor to hear. His joy wouldn’t help him.

      He read the letters over and over until he thought he could recite them from memory. It wasn’t the content, but the fact that she’d touched the paper he held. He could smell her. He could imagine her wry smile as she wrote about the doctor and his imagined inadequacies. It was like she was sitting right beside him, and it was intoxicating.

      Sergeant Levy came into the house and saw him sitting there. Carver put his finger to his mouth and gestured to the shut curtain leading to the bedroom. He whispered, “I moved our stuff to the other room. Sergeant O’Connor’s sick, been puking all day. We don’t wanna sleep near him tonight. He’s asleep. Expect he’ll be better in the morning.”

      Sergeant Levy shook his head. “That’s a damned shame to be sick on your day off.” He pointed at the well-worn letters. “Looks like you found your letters. They came this morning.”

      Carver smiled and nodded. “Like a little piece of heaven.”
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        * * *

      

      Carver didn’t see O’Connor until the next morning. He hadn’t been out of the room once, not even to pee or shit. He’d reported him sick and made sure he wasn’t slated for any duty. He’d had nearly twenty hours to grieve, but now it was time to get up and get ready for the next shitty battle. Carver had no idea what he’d find inside the room. He was sure it wouldn’t be pretty, but he had to get him moving, or he really would get sick.

      Sergeant Levy was sitting on a chair cleaning his rifle, with parts spread out on the table. Carver knocked on the wall and pulled the curtain. He pushed past it quickly and entered the darkened room. The smell of sweat, stale breath and musty clothes hit him and he crinkled his nose.

      O’Connor was sprawled on the bed, his long body filling the space entirely. Carver didn’t think he’d moved from the day before. Is he in a coma? He took a few steps and stood on the side of the bed. O’Connor’s eyes were shut, but he could tell he wasn’t sleeping. “Time to get up and get some food, soldier.”

      O’Connor opened his eyes. They were red rimmed and bloodshot. He looked at Carver and shook his head. “Not hungry.”

      Carver grit his teeth. He’d never seen O’Connor so out of it. It made him uncomfortable. He decided the only way to get O’Connor out of his slump was a swift kick in the pants. His voice was gravelly, as he barked. “Out of the rack, Sergeant. There’s a war on.”

      The tone and direction acted like a starter button. The long hours being yelled at during basic were instilled deeply in all soldiers’ psyches. O’Connor sat up without realizing it and swung his feet onto the floor. The moment passed, though and he slumped his shoulders and glared at Carver. “Fuck you, Carver. I ain’t going nowhere till I’m good and ready.”

      It was too late for Carver to retreat now. “Get off your ass, or I’ll kick it for you. Men are depending on you for their very survival and I’m not gonna let you let ’em down. Now get on your feet!”

      he yelled the final sentence and Sergeant Levy stuck his head in the room. “You still sick, O’Connor?”

      O’Connor looked confused, but before he could react Carver barked. “He’s not sick. Sickness has passed. It’s traveled its course and now it’s time to get up.”

      O’Connor glared, and Carver could see raw hatred seething from his eyes. It startled him momentarily, but he ignored it and continued barking. “Get your shit together, and be in the dock area at … “ he looked at his watch, “1300 hours. That’s an hour from now. Plenty of time to pull that tampon out from between your thighs.” He turned and strode out of the room without looking back. He pushed past the stunned Sergeant Levy.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later Platoon Sergeant Carver was standing at the docks discussing the upcoming debarkation from the docks. They’d be leaving in the morning, rejoining the rest of the 164th Regiment as they assaulted the beaches on Negros Island. Negros was a much bigger island than Bohol and had many more Japanese. By all accounts it looked like it would be a bloody battle. Nothing like the Bohol operation. The brass expected casualties, but the island had to be liberated. It was the final major island in the Talisay region.

      Men and machines hustled around the docks loading crates that had been offloaded only days before. Howitzers that hadn’t fired a shot on Bohol were being hoisted and secured in the holds of rusty ships. The ship they’d offloaded from was anchored off the docks ready to sweep in and take the GIs to the next shit-hole island.

      Carver was watching the hive of activity. Nearby, Lt. Swan talked with Captain Flannigan about who knows what. Flannigan’s probably trying to figure out how to take credit for Bohol. He caught a fast movement out of the corner of his eye. He instinctively crouched and felt someone bowl into him. He sprang up and launched the body backward with his shoulder. He turned with balled fists and saw O’Connor’s seething red face. O’Connor spewed hatred “You no good piece of shit.”

      Carver stepped back and held up his hands. He nervously looked toward the officers but they hadn’t seen the attack. “Calm down O’Connor. I had to say those things to light a spark under your ass. You have to pull yourself together, there’s no time to mourn. We sail in the morning.”

      O’Connor was breathing hard. “Easy for you to say. Your woman’s alive and well. Sending you scented letters from somewhere nice and safe, while mine’s rotting in some jungle grave.” Before Carver could do speak, O’Connor lunged again, but this time he faked going right and Carver crouched to tackle him, but O’Connor sprang left and hit Carver with a left cross that left him seeing stars. O’Connor didn’t hesitate, he reared back again and repeated the left cross, connecting again.

      Carver shook off the second bell ringer and stepped away as O’Connor swung with his right and narrowly missed. He saw O’Connor over-extend, and took the opportunity for a right jab that slammed into the side of O’Connor’s chin. O’Connor shook his head and faced Carver who had both hands up like a boxer.

      A crowd of soldiers saw the action and quickly surrounded the pair. It didn’t take long until money was out and betting started. Carver was a heavy favorite, but the quicker O’Connor was known as a scrapper and tightened the odds a bit.

      Both men were bleeding from their lips. O’Connor kept his fists low and danced around the ring. “I’m gonna kill you, Carver.”

      “Give it your best shot, son.” O’Connor feinted left and when Carver went to defend, shot in low to the right. He got under Carver’s right hook and put two upper cuts into Carver’s hard belly. O’Connor sprang out of the way and jabbed a quick left that landed on Carver’s nose, sending a spray of blood.

      It wasn’t the first time Carver had his nose broken, but the pain searing through his head crazed him. Keeping low and well covered, he moved in like an unstoppable tank. O’Connor darted around left and right landing punches that lost their power against Carver’s arms. Carver kept moving forward waiting for his chance, absorbing blows. O’Connor feinted left again, trying to get beneath and into Carver’s belly again, but Carver was ready and didn’t bite. O’Connor committed to the move and came in low. He was met with Carver’s hard left hook. The blow snapped his head back and he stumbled away. He didn’t have time to block the right cross that slammed into his jaw and sent him to the ground.

      He was on his knees, his breath blowing in gasps, blood bubbles popping like thin bubble gum. The tank that was Carver moved forward for the coup de grace. His eyes were bloodshot and he looked like a crazed demon from hell.

      He stepped over O’Connor and bared his bloody teeth. He had his fist cocked and ready to deliver oblivion, but he staid his hand when he saw the pain in O’Connor’s eyes. It wasn’t the physical pain of being beaten but the pain of loss. It was like a switch had been thrown. The rage melted, and he only saw his friend in agony before him. He kneeled and put his arm around O’Connor like a father giving his son condolences after a heartbreaking football game loss.

      O’Connor spit blood and shook off Carver. “Get off me,” He sputtered. He stood and swayed, scowling at Carver. “She’s gone. She’s fucking gone. I might’ve saved her if you’d let me go with her. You fucking killed her.”

      The crowd went silent, not having a clue what he was talking about. Money stopped exchanging hands. Carver was about to speak when the crowd split and Captain flannigan and Lieutenant Swan burst into the center. Flannigan looked at both bleeding men. “What in the Sam hell is going on here?” No one spoke. Flannigan pointed at O’Connor. “You some kind of crazy man? You attacked the Platoon Sergeant. I’m gonna court-martial your ass. You hear me Sergeant?”

      Lieutenant Swan touched Flannigan’s arm and whispered in his ear. “We need every veteran NCO we can get our hands on. Taking O’Connor out of the line won’t do us any good sir. We’re already pretty thin.”

      Flannigan put his fists on his hips and considered. He nodded. “You’re out of Able Company, soldier.” He let that sink in. He stepped in front of O’Connor and poked his chest with his finger. It took all of O’Connor’s thin self-restraint not to remove the finger from his hand. “You’re no longer a sergeant … corporal.” He turned to Swan. “See he’s demoted. You fill it out and I’ll sign the paperwork.”

      Swan nodded. It wasn’t what he wanted to happen, but at least O’Connor wasn’t headed to Leavenworth.
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      Sam Santos wanted to return to the fighting in the jungle. He’d helped bring the critically wounded Major Cruz out and delivered her to the hospital. She’d lost consciousness halfway back. When they rushed her into the hospital, she still wasn’t awake. The last Sam saw, the Army doctor was ordering her onto the operating table. As a Filipino nurse pulled the curtain, he heard the doctor say, “There’s no pulse and she’s not breathing. We need to operate.”

      The curtain was pulled and the door shut. Sam knew he’d never see his school teacher turned guerrilla, again. He felt an ache grow in his heart. He made up his mind. He needed to return to the jungle and kill his brother, Berto. He was responsible for so much pain and suffering. He had to pay.

      Despite his despair he felt his belly twisting in hunger. He veered toward the chow hall. As he was passing a tent, he saw a GI running from soldier to soldier asking them something then running to the next man. He recognized the soldier, it was Charlie from the radio room. He’d met him before he led the GIs into the Japanese rear. Charlie’s eyes lit up when he saw Sam.

      “Sam! There you are. You’re just the guy I was looking for.” He trotted over to him and placed his big hand on Sam’s small shoulder. He could feel the strength of his grip. “I’ve got someone on the radio, asking about a guer - I mean a Filipino officer. A major. A woman, I think. Major Cruz?”

      Sam dropped his head and felt a tear forming in the corner of his eye. He looked up at Charlie and shook his head. “I think she’s dead. The doctor said she doesn’t have a pulse and wasn’t breathing.”

      Charlie stepped back, surprised by the boy’s sudden grief. “Sorry kid. This war stinks.”

      Charlie trotted off to the communications tent and Sam dragged himself to the chow hall, looking for a free meal before he retraced his steps into the jungle. The Americans were always willing to feed him with their great tasting food that never seemed to run out. He hoped there’d be mashed potatoes and butter again. He’d had a large helping last time and he still remembered it as one of the greatest experiences of his young life.

      The chow hall was nearly empty. It was between lunch and dinner it seemed, but an American saw him peeking into the kitchen and recognized him. “Hey, how you doing?” He didn’t wait for a response. “You want something to eat?” Sam nodded. “Sure, sit down. There’s leftovers from lunch.”

      Sam marveled at the American’s generosity. He thought their country must be very rich indeed to have so much food all the time. The cook brought a heaping plate and placed it in front of him. He stared at the mass with his mouth open. It was more food than he’d seen on one plate in his whole life. “Thank - Thank you, sir.”

      “Don’t mention it.” He gestured to another GI coming through the door. “Looks like you’ve got company.”

      Sam looked up and saw an officer taking off his hat. He hailed the cook. “You got anything leftover, Corporal? I missed lunch.”

      “Of course, sir. No problem.” He pointed at Sam’s diminishing pile. “You want as much as I gave him?”

      The officer shook his head and patted his belly. “Nah, I’m not a growing boy anymore. Half that’ll do.”

      “Sure thing Major.” The cook spun and reentered the kitchen. Sam could hear dishes clanging.

      The major stood beside the table Sam sat at. “Mind if I join you?” Sam sprang to his feet and tried to swallow a mouthful of food. He couldn’t speak but nodded his head and saluted. The major returned the salute with a smile and pulled a chair out and sat. He blew out a sigh and wiped his brow. “Your country’s hot compared to mine. Not used to it.”

      Sam finally swallowed what he was chewing. He sat down and asked. “Are you new here, sir?”

      He stabbed a piece of meatloaf and brought it to his mouth, inspecting it. “Yeah, kinda. I was here a while ago but got wounded on Guadalcanal.” Sam looked at him, not understanding the word. “It’s an island we took from the Japs.” He decided the meatloaf was edible and shoved it into his mouth. After he swallowed he continued. “How old are you?”

      “Fourteen, sir. I fight with the Filipino Army.”

      “You’re a soldier?” Sam nodded and picked up his M1 carbine that was leaning on the table.

      The major nodded. “You fought the Japs?”

      Sam returned the weapon carefully. “Yes, sir. I helped take back Cebu City. I killed many Japs.” To prove it he held up his arm and showed him two wristwatches strapped to his thin upper arms.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. Trophy hunter, huh?” Sam nodded proudly. “By the way, you can call me Toby, or Major Toby if you like.” Sam repeated the name, testing how it felt in his mouth. Major Toby pointed at Sam’s pile of food. “You better finish that or the corporal will be angry.”

      Sam looked at him like he was crazy. “Of course I’ll finish it - it’s food.” The major laughed and Sam scooped great heaps into his mouth until it was gone.

      “Where’s your unit, Sam?”

      Sam replied. “I’m under Major Cruz … “ he stopped and shook his head. “I mean I was. Now that she’s dead, I guess I don’t know who I’m under. Maybe just Felipe.”

      Major Toby stalled the fork halfway to his mouth. “Major Cruz? I don’t recognize that name.”

      “She was my English teacher. She became part of the resistance soon after the Japanese invaded. She was a great fighter.”

      Sudden recognition filled the major’s face. “Ah, I think I know who you’re talking about.” He shook his head. “She’s not dead.” He grabbed his collar, fingering a small gold pin. “See this?” Sam leaned forward and studied the small golden pin. It was two snakes wrapping around a center pin and facing themselves at the top. There was a set of large wings coming off the top of the pin. “That means I’m a doctor. I was just in the operating room making sure Major Quinn didn’t need any assistance. They got her breathing again and she’s stabilizing. He dug the bullet out.” He smiled at the wondrous look on Sam’s face. “She’s not out of the woods yet, but her chances are good.”
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        * * *

      

      The news that Major Cruz was still alive filled Sam with joy. He went back to the hospital but she was still in surgery. He wasn’t able to see her. He wondered what he should do. He looked for the men who’d helped him bring her out of the jungle but couldn’t find them. He wondered if they’d already gone back to the fighting. Now that he had a full belly, he decided it was time to get back himself.

      He checked his M1 was loaded and ready. It had become like another part of his body the last few days. He found himself talking to it sometimes when he felt scared at night in the jungle. He patted its well-worn stock and slung it over his shoulder. “Time to get back to work, old friend.”

      He retraced his steps. The arduous task of hauling the major out on the stretcher had been a long, slow process. There were scars on the land where they’d had to slide the stretcher along the ground. It had taken two full days to get her out. He thought she’d surely die before they got her down but couldn’t go any faster for fear of making her injuries worse. She lost a lot of blood and he could see splashes of it along the trail. Without the burden of the stretcher he moved much faster now.

      Despite his speed, he didn’t make it back to his comrades before the sun set and the jungle went black. He didn’t relish spending the night alone. He ate a half loaf of bread the cook had given him and drank half his water. He found a soft spot of grass and matted it down. He slept fitfully, waking up every fifteen minutes to unknown jungle sounds. He gripped his carbine tightly and thought about all the night animals that could be stalking him.

      When it was light enough to see, he continued his trek. He came across the rest of his comrades at mid-day. They’d moved deeper into the jungle from the spot the major had been shot.

      He’d been challenged by the rear guard, who quickly recognized him and called out his name happily, like an old friend. It felt good to be back amongst his comrades.

      He found Felipe at the center of the camp. When he saw him, he couldn’t keep the smile from his face. Felipe smiled back. “Sam, you’re back. How’s the major?” Deep concern creased his forehead.

      “She’s alive. I thought she’d died, but I talked to a doctor who said she’d probably live. I tried to see her before I left but she was still in surgery.” He shook his head and looked at the ground. “I thought she’d die on the trail. It was not easy getting her out of the jungle.”

      Felipe put his broad hand on his shoulder. “You did well to get her out, and you saved many others with your quick action at the ambush.”

      “Have there been anymore ambushes?”

      Felipe shook his head. “No. That was a delaying force.” He pointed into the jungle. “They’re somewhere up ahead. We plan on pushing forward first thing in the morning. The news that Major Cruz is alive will energize the men. We were all worried.”
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        * * *

      

      Sam slept better having the safety of his comrades around him. He woke early and stoked the small cooking fire. They ate K-rats the GIs had given them. They weren’t as good as the mashed potatoes in the mess hall, but the K-rats tasted good. He didn’t understand why the GIs complained about them so bitterly. To him, opening a bag filled with delicious food you barely had to prepare, was magical.

      Without orders, the camp was struck and the men formed up. The Japanese had left an obvious path up the mountain. Sam wondered if his brother, Berto was leading them, and if so where he was leading them. As far as he knew, this was new territory. They’d never explored this raw jungle with their father. If he was leading them, he thought he must be leading them blind.

      They moved carefully. The Japanese knew they were being followed and could easily spring another ambush. Felipe sent three point men, two to the flanks and one up front. They moved slowly, but steadily. Mid-morning the skies opened up and a deluge of rain turned the ground to liquid mud.

      They were used to the torrential downpours but most lived in Cebu City and could find cover beneath their roofs. Being out in the elements was new to some of them. They were forced to stop. They hunkered beneath what little cover the overhanging trees could provide. Sam shivered and tried to keep his carbine dry by stuffing it under his shirt, but it was a useless gesture.

      The rain finally stopped, but the ground was a soupy mess. They moved out and their progress was slow. Sam was concentrating on the next muddy step when he noticed the man in front stop and kneel. Sam pulled his carbine off his shoulder and kneeled. He searched the surrounding jungle, but only saw dripping wet leaves. The rain made the plants seem to glow vibrant green.

      The point man made his way back, slipping and sliding down the slope. He went to Felipe and reported. Felipe relayed the message. Keeping his voice low, “There’s a plateau ahead. Could be Japs.” He looked at the point man. “Move up and have a look.” The swarthy Filipino nodded and moved back the way he’d come. Felipe used a hand signal, and the men spread out.

      Sam stayed crouched and moved off to the right. He found a thick tree and hunkered behind it, keeping his eyes peeled for any movement. The only sounds were the dripping of rainwater off leaves and the constant hum of jungle insects. He strained to hear the point-man moving forward but couldn’t.

      Twenty minutes passed before the point-man finally returned. He conferred for a long time with Felipe, gesturing and pointing uphill. Sam guessed he’d found the Japanese. He took a deep breath as he realized they’d probably be in combat soon. He gripped the carbine and checked and rechecked the safety. He could feel his heartbeat in his throat and he felt a wave of nausea overcome him suddenly. He swallowed and closed his eyes. Get a hold of yourself.

      When he opened his eyes, he saw Felipe gesturing. A hand signal to move up slowly. More hand signals followed, but Sam had no idea what they meant. Panic rose in his throat. What does he want me to do? The nearest man was nine meters to his right. He was watching Felipe intently. He nodded, understanding the hand signals. I’ll just follow him, Sam thought.

      The soldier stood and moved forward cautiously. Sam moved from the cover of his tree and matched the soldier’s footsteps. He felt better, finally moving. His body was tense and aching. Movement helped.

      Sam found himself moving closer to the other soldier, trying to keep him in sight. He was only five meters from him when the soldier looked back and waved him off.

      Sam nodded and moved off to the right. He let the soldier put distance between them. He’d keep an eye on him from the back. The ground was slick and he had to think about each step. The mud made squelching sounds whenever he lifted his foot. The muck seemed to be trying to keep him in place.  He felt like he was walking in chewing gum.

      The soldier stopped after thirty meters. He carefully went into a crouch, then onto his belly. Sam thought they must be close. He looked up the hill and nearly yelled out when he saw the dim silhouette of a Japanese soldier’s helmet. It was camouflaged with shrubs and grasses. The only reason he saw it at all was the movement of his head. He was only fifteen meters away, sitting behind the ugly muzzle of a machine gun. Sam realized it looked like the same kind he’d seen in Cebu City on that first night.

      Sam moved at a snail’s pace into a prone position. He could feel himself sinking into the wet, muddy ground. He was thankful to be getting lower. Mother earth will protect me.

      He could see the Filipino to his front putting his rifle to his shoulder. He was aiming away from the machine gunner. Sam noted the approximate location and brought his own weapon to his shoulder. He centered the sights on the helmet of the Japanese soldier and waited for some kind of signal.

      His heart was beating so fast, he thought it would explode from his chest. Calm down, calm down. He put his finger on the trigger, just enough to feel the cool metal. He didn’t want to shoot first and give away their position. He had no idea what the plan was but knew Felipe wouldn’t want him to shoot until someone else did.

      A full two minutes passed. He used the time to concentrate on his breathing. The helmet moved slightly as the Japanese soldier shifted. He saw a brown hand push the lip of the helmet back an inch. Now he could see the soldier’s eyes. It seemed he was staring right at him. Does he see me? Sam imagined the machine gun barrel suddenly swinging and aiming straight at his forehead. He’d have to shoot then. He concentrated on the barrel. If it moved his way he’d depress the trigger no matter the consequences.

      Sam flinched when he heard yelling from the right and left flanks, followed quickly with explosions and gunshots. His eyes fell off his sights for an instant and when he found them again the helmet he’d been aiming at was gone. His breath caught in his throat as he saw the machine gun barrel swinging to engage the flanks. He couldn’t see the Japanese soldier anymore, but he had a good idea where his head would be.

      He steadied his aim and pulled the trigger in quick succession. The carbine kicked lightly against his shoulder, it felt good. The barrel of the machine gun stopped and cocked upward. Sam stopped firing and looked over the top of the rifle, searching for his target, but he couldn’t see if he’d hit anything.

      He got to his knees for a better view. He still couldn’t see the soldier but he could see others. A Japanese was behind the machine gun nest running with his head down. He weaved as he ran. Sam lined him up as best he could and fired, but the soldier didn’t go down. The soldier saw him and dove headfirst into the machine gun nest. Sam sent more bullets his direction, but he doubted he hit anything.

      The barrel of the machine gun suddenly came alive and swung toward him. His nightmare was coming true. He pulled the rifle tight to his shoulder, he’d only get one chance. He pulled the trigger. After the first shot, the pin thunked onto an empty chamber. Sam frantically pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. Out of ammo! The muzzle lined up on him and he could see the slanted eyes staring over the barrel, burning holes right through his soul.

      Sam dropped and rolled to his left just as the machine gun opened up. He pushed himself backwards as the crack of bullets whizzed by and slammed into the spot he’d just left. The muddy ground erupted and sprayed him with chunky bits of wet slime. He covered his head and shoved his face into the mud, tasting it on his tongue. He was screaming.

      The machine gun suddenly stopped, but Sam kept screaming. He heard yelling from the right and the Filipino soldier he’d followed got to his knees and hurled a grenade toward the machine gun nest. He ducked back down and waited for the explosion. There was firing all around him, but he heard the dull thump of the nearby grenade. He got control of himself and looked toward the Filipino who was getting to his feet with his Thompson at his shoulder. He fired toward the gun, and Sam could see the dim flames erupting from the muzzle. He watched the spent shell casings flying out in an uninterrupted line.

      Sam shook his head and felt for his weapon, but it wasn’t there. He panicked for an instant looking all around. He saw it half covered in mud a few feet to his right. In his haste, he’d dropped his prize possession. Embarrassment and shame filled him. He gritted his teeth and lunged for the carbine. He rolled to the right and went up onto one knee. He aimed and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. He cursed his stupidity and went onto his back and dug into his pocket for another magazine. He quickly ejected the old and inserted the new. Mud dripped off the stock, but he put it to his shoulder and aimed up the hill. He couldn’t see any targets but everyone around him was firing, so he joined in.

      The Filipino with the Thompson dropped to his knees and pulled out his spent magazine. He caught Sam’s attention and gave him a wide smile. Sam smiled back, hoping his blunder hadn’t been noticed.

      Suddenly the soldier’s head snapped back and a red mist of blood sprayed the broad leaves behind him. The smile never faded as he dropped onto the forest floor, the back of his head missing. Sam shook his head trying to process what he’d just seen. Everything went into slow motion. The sounds quieted and all Sam could hear was the rushing of blood in his head. A sudden rage filled him and he gritted his teeth and screamed. The high-pitched sound was like a hyena laugh and all who heard it remembered it later.

      Sam was on his feet and charging. The machine gun nest was right in front of him. The lone occupant was just inserting a new stick of bullets when Sam crested the lip of the hole. His carbine was at his hip. He unleashed ten shots at point blank range into the Japanese gunner and he fell back, gushing gore from multiple holes.

      Sam leaped into the machine gun nest and slammed into the far wall. He noticed another dead soldier and realized he must’ve killed him when he first fired. The Japanese had a neat hole in the center of his forehead. There was a thin line of blood snaking down his face and dripping off his chin.

      Sam pushed the dead soldier aside and poked his head up and saw multiple targets. His comrades were coming from the flanks and the Japanese were scrambling to adjust their fire. He heard yelling to his left and saw Filipinos advancing. He saw Felipe waving his arm, urging the men forward.

      Sam rested his carbine on the lip of the back wall and found a target. A soldier was aiming down his long rifle and firing then ducking down to chamber another round. Sam kept his sights centered on the spot. The head popped back up and Sam squeezed the trigger three times. The helmet flew off and he saw the Japanese drop out of sight. He moved the rifle to the left and centered on another soldier. He fired and saw his bullets spray dirt and debris. The soldier ducked down. He didn’t wait for him to appear again. Another soldier was sprinting across an open area. He had his rifle slung across his back and he was carrying boxes in each hand. They looked heavy. He was running left to right, so Sam swung his rifle to follow. He pulled the trigger and walked the bullets forward until he saw the soldier stumble and fall. Sam poured more fire into the spot, then ducked down.

      He was breathing hard. He was about to pop up and find another target but decided he should check his magazine. He pulled it and was glad he did. He only had three shots left. He swapped out magazines and stood up again.

      He saw a Filipino from the right side running into the open. His torso erupted with multiple wounds and he fell to the side. Sam felt a bullet snap past his head. He instinctively dropped and came up in a different spot. Another Japanese was running. He was crouched and weaving back and forth. Sam guessed which way he’d weave and fired. The soldier staggered and fell to his knees, like he was taking a break from a difficult sporting event. Sam centered his chest in his sights and fired twice. The soldier spun backwards, spouting a thin stream of dark blood.

      Sam caught quick movement coming from the jungle line. His comrades were throwing grenades. He watched them arcing into the center of the plateau. He fired at a helmet sticking up. Then the grenades went off, sending dirt and debris flying into the air. He saw Filipinos emerge from both flanks. The soldiers to his left jumped up and ran forward too. Sam licked his lips and scrambled his way out of the safety of his hole. He immediately felt exposed and saw rifles swinging his direction.

      He spotted a hole sixteen meters away and went for it. He dove headfirst and slid into the bottom of the muddy hole, as bullets snapped over his head. He heard a terrible yell right next to him and looked up to see a Japanese soldier stepping toward him with his bayonet lunging at his guts.

      Sam reacted instantly. He rolled away and the bayonet sliced into the ground, narrowly missing him. Sam rolled into a crouch and brought his M1 up, but the Japanese wasn’t alone. He felt a soldier slam into his back and pin his arms at his side. The Japanese to his front grinned cruelly and pulled his bayonet out of the ground. Sam struggled, but the soldier holding him was strong. He held him in a vise grip. The Japanese planted his feet and yelled. He reared back and Sam knew he was about to die. In desperation, Sam jumped and started frantically kicking. The Japanese lunged but Sam managed to kick the blade away. He felt the razor-sharp blade slice into his calf and he screamed.

      The soldier yelled and lunged again, but before he could finish the job his chest erupted with spurting holes. He dropped his rifle and looked at his chest in confusion. Sam felt the arms holding him lose their power and drop away. He spun out of their grip and fell to the ground. The foxhole filled with more men. Felipe was beside him. “You okay?”

      Sam felt the burning pain in his calf but tried to ignore it. He’d been saved. He looked up at Felipe’s concerned eyes and Sam nearly burst into tears. But instead he simply gritted his teeth and nodded. “I’m okay.”

      Felipe pointed at his gushing calf. “Stay here, we’ll finish these vermin.”

      The other Filipinos, his comrades, were at the lip pouring fire into the Japanese. Sam felt a surge of pride overcome him. He had to continue fighting beside his brothers. “I’m fine.” He pulled his shirt off and began wrapping the wound with it. He winced but took the pain without crying out. Felipe yelled to someone nearby and soon Juan was crouched beside him, putting a proper wrap on the wound. Juan looked him in the eye, slapped his shoulder and handed him his rifle.

      Sam nodded back and stood up. The pain flooded through his body and he winced involuntarily. He limped to the lip of the hole and threw himself beside his comrades. He fired five rounds toward a hole he’d seen a Japanese duck into.

      Felipe yelled, “Move up!”

      The soldiers surged from the hole and ran forward. Sam was slower, his wound throbbed, but he was close behind. The man to his right stumbled and fell. At first Sam thought he’d tripped and he reached to help him up, but when he touched his arm, he noticed a hole in his neck pumping arterial blood with each heartbeat. The man looked panicked as he clutched at his neck, then the light left his eyes and he slumped into the mud.

      Sam felt the rage return. There was no more pain in his calf. He ran forward and was soon beside his advancing comrades. The main line of defenders was thirty meters ahead. He could see many helmeted heads behind rifle sights. He leveled his own and fired as he ran, weaving back and forth. A grunt off to his left caught his attention and he saw another comrade fall. Sam yelled and increased his speed. He was now the lead man. He thought he’d be shot any second. He fired until the firing pin slammed into an empty chamber. He was only feet away from the lip of, what he now saw was a hastily dug trench-line.

      There was a rifle barrel directly in front of him. The terrified eyes of an emaciated Japanese soldier stared up at him. The barrel raised, and Sam kicked it to the side and jumped into the trench. The Japanese soldiers immediately turned to attack him. Sam was crouched. He gripped his carbine by the barrel, it was hot to the touch. He ignored the burning and swung it like a baseball bat. He connected with the nearest soldier’s ribs and he grunted but continued moving toward him. Sam sprang away at the same instant the loud crash of the Arisaka’s bullet left the barrel at 2400ft/s. It slammed into the dirt wall. The soldier beside the first was lining up on Sam’s chest, but before he could squeeze the trigger he fell to the bottom of the trench as a crazed Filipino fighter landed on his back and clubbed him with the butt of his rifle.

      The first soldier was suddenly surrounded. He continued his thrust toward Sam, determined to take him to the grave with him. Sam brought his M1 up and deflected the bayoneted Arisaka upward. The soldier’s momentum, kept him coming. Sam stepped to the side and the soldier slammed into the back wall. He quickly spun, sweeping his deadly blade in an arc. Sam swung his M1 and caught the soldier’s jaw with a sickening ‘smack.’ The soldier’s eyes lost focus and he staggered. Sam didn’t hesitate. He swung again and landed another blow against the dazed soldier’s head. The side of his face caved in and blood spurted from his ears and eyes. Sam watched the soldier die and fall to the ground. He felt like he was watching it happen from out of his body. Like he wasn’t there at all but looking in through a window.

      The world came rushing back and the sounds of men fighting and dying was all around. Sam’s arms suddenly felt heavy. His breathing was coming in painful gasps. He fell to the ground not able to keep his feet. He watched another Filipino, he thought it was Juan, fire his carbine into a charging Japanese soldier. Need to reload, he told himself. He fumbled to extract his empty magazine. His hands shook as he felt for another. He finally pulled it from his pocket and was able to line it up and insert it on the third try. What is wrong with me?

      He pushed himself up, but he felt dizzy and the world started to collapse around him. Blackness was closing in. He felt he was looking at the world through a black straw. Blackness closed and he fell to the bottom of the bloody trench. He was stepped on many times, but he was beyond noticing.
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        * * *

      

      The next thing Sam knew, he was looking up at an impossibly blue sky through the swaying leaves of the jungle canopy. The lush green leaves and vines against the stark blue background was beautiful and the sight made him think he was in heaven. The pain that suddenly lanced through his body when the men carrying him bumped a tree made him think he was in hell.

      He shut his eyes tight and tried to understand the pain. The battle in the jungle came back in a flood of bloody memories and he rose up on his elbows and looked around frantically. He was staring at the rippling, sinewy muscles of a dark-skinned Filipino’s back. He realized he was being carried on a stretcher. There was a concerned voice behind him. “Don’t try to move. Just rest, Sam.”

      Sam arced his head back and saw the smiling face of Juan looking down at him. “What’s happened? Are we retreating? Did we lose?”

      Juan shook his head. He spoke to the Filipino at the front. “Let’s take a break, Antonio.” Antonio nodded and together they lowered the stretcher to the ground. Sam realized it wasn’t a normal stretcher but one made from bamboo sticks and American GI ponchos. He tried to sit up further but the pain in his calf shot through him and took his breath away. He broke out in a cold sweat and immediately felt nauseous.

      Juan spoke soothingly. “Don’t try to move. Just remain still.” Sam nodded and laid his head back. Juan called out. “Felipe. Sam’s awake.”

      Sam wanted to see his old friend. He pushed himself up again and tried to ignore the pain. He gritted his teeth. “Help me sit up please.” Juan shook his head but reached under Sam’s shoulders and pulled him to an upright position. Sam bit his lip to stifle the cry threatening to burst from his throat. Juan propped a back-pack against his lower back and Sam leaned on it. “Thank you.”

      He heard someone approaching from behind and soon Felipe was crouched beside the stretcher looking at him with concern. “You gave us quite a scare. Thought you might have died back there.”

      Sam shrugged and looked at his calf. It was wrapped in a new bandage, borrowed from the GIs. “It’s a bad cut, but I don’t think it will kill me.”

      Juan interjected. “Any kind of wound can kill you out here. The real enemy’s infection. That’s why we need to get you back to town.”

      Sam nodded. “I’ll be alright. It burns like fire, but …” He shrugged again. “Nothing compared to some others.”

      Felipe gripped his shoulder. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      Sam saw the worried look and immediately wondered which one of his friends had died. “I can take it. What’s happened?”

      Felipe kept gripping his shoulder and looked at Juan then back at Sam. “It’s about your brother. It’s about Berto.”

      Sam’s face went dark. “What? What about him?”

      Felipe continued. “He was with the Jap force we fought … “

      Sam looked down, not sure how he should feel. “How did he die?”

      Felipe shook his head. “He’s not dead. He’s alive. We captured him along with a few other Makapilis.”

      Sam’s confusion turned to anger. “Did he fight? Did he kill any of us?”

      Felipe shook his head. “No. He was near the rear, hunkered down in a hole. There were no weapons found nearby. He surrendered without a fight.”

      Sam didn’t know how to feel. When he thought his brother was dead he had a feeling of loss sweep over him. Now that he knew he was alive, he felt his hatred return. He looked Felipe in the eye. “I’d like to see him.”

      Felipe nodded and pulled out his sidearm. He handed the 1911 .45 caliber pistol handle first to Sam. “Know how to use that?” Sam nodded and pulled the action making sure it was loaded. Felipe held his gaze for a few seconds before speaking. “He’s your brother, but he betrayed your family and his own people. He’s responsible for killing many of us by helping the Japanese. They would never have found their way through these jungles without his guidance. He will stand trial and no doubt, hang for his crimes.” He indicated the pistol. “I’ll give you the option of killing him, since he’s done you the most harm.”

      Sam swallowed against a suddenly dry mouth. He felt the heft of the weapon. He returned Felipe’s stare and nodded. “Bring him to me.”
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      Corporal O’Connor didn’t have time to think much about his scuffle with Platoon Sergeant Carver. Soon after joining Hotel Company as a corporal, the unit was sent from Bohol through the Tanon straight which separated Cebu Island from Negros Island.

      The GIs of Hotel Company didn’t know quite what to make of the new corporal in their midst.

      Corporal Bucholz approached O’Connor as he sat on the floor of the troop ship staring at the metal wall. He sat beside him. “Looks like you been in the ring and got the bad end.” O’Connor didn’t acknowledge him. Bucholz thrust out his hand. “I’m John Bucholz. Lead in third squad. You’re in my squad.” O’Connor looked at the offered hand but didn’t take it. Bucholz withdrew it and shook his head. “Hard case, huh?” Without looking at him, Bucholz lowered his voice. “I don’t give a shit what happened back on Bohol. You got some beef with a Platoon Sergeant I hear, but it’s none of my business. What is my business is this squad. We’ve been through a lot and were about to land on another hostile beach, with some sad sack hard case corporal. I hear they busted you from sergeant. I don’t give a shit about any of that. Lieutenant Hopkins says I gotta have you in my squad, that’s my tough shit. I don’t care as long as you do as you’re told when I tell you to do it. Despite your rank and your seniority, you’re just another grunt in this unit.” He let that sink in. “You got that, hard-case?”

      O’Connor looked the corporal in the eye and nodded. “Yep.”

      Bucholz stood and looked down at O’Connor. “Good. We’re two hours out. Captain Ludwig wants us to offload at night. Surprise any Japs that might be lingering. Don’t make me come looking for you.”

      “You won’t have any trouble from me, Corporal.”

      Two hours later O’Connor was on deck watching the sun sink into the shimmering sea. They were off the coast a mile and would be ferried to the beach when it got dark. Doing anything at night was tricky and it would give O’Connor a good idea how this Company worked. Even the most highly trained units had trouble pulling off night operations, particularly beach landings.

      Three hours after the sun went down, the transport moved closer to the beach. The GIs were quiet, but O’Connor could sense their tension growing. He studied his own emotions. There was no fear, only a blackness that seemed to blanket him since learning of Celine’s death. He’d always had apprehension, not necessarily fear, before operations, but now he felt nothing. He’d do what was required of him, nothing more or less. If he took a bullet, at least the indomitable pain of loss would end.

      It was a moonlit night which helped the LCPV drivers find the beach. It seemed to glow like a beacon. O’Connor knew Navy swimmers had swum in, probably the night before, and checked the beach for hidden obstacles. Since the disaster at Tarawa, when the Marines got hung up on an unknown reef and were mowed down, the Navy always checked.

      The landing went off without a hitch. The LCPVs ground onto the beach, dumped the GIs, then backed back out to sea without firing a shot. It was the first time in a long time O’Connor didn’t have to be in control of anything or anyone but himself. He was still an NCO, but he had no teeth. The GIs treated him like he was just another GI. He blended in with his new squad. He liked the low stress of being a follower rather than a leader again.

      The night maneuver took all his concentration. It was the first time in two weeks he hadn’t thought about Major Cruz. He tucked her away in a dark corner of his mind. He realized he didn’t much care what happened to himself, but he would do his best to keep the other GIs alive, despite their obvious dislike.

      “Move to the tree-line.” It was Corporal Bucholz waving them forward. O’Connor waited for the others to move and followed along. He watched the tree-line for anything out of the ordinary. If the Japs were there, they’d have an easy time spotting them silhouetted against the white sand. The moon blazed above them like a flashlight. He briefly thought what a beautiful night for a walk, if not for the war.

      He was relieved to see the GIs knew what they were doing. They were veterans. They didn’t bunch up and moved as quietly as they could. If he couldn’t be with Able Company, at least he’d been put into an experienced group of soldiers.

      They stopped when they got to the tree-line. O’Connor looked back the way they’d come. There was no sign of stragglers. They were stacked up along the edge of the jungle. He was impressed with their speed. He could just make out the dull, steady hum of the LCPVs returning to the troop ship. He thought he could make out their white wakes in the distance.

      An order was given and the GIs stood and moved into the jungle. It was thick, but not impassible. They pushed in for ten minutes and penetrated one hundred yards. They didn’t see any signs of the enemy.

      Bucholz gathered them close. “We’re spending the rest of the night here.” He searched the group and pointed at O’Connor. “Hard-case, I want you twenty-five yards further inland. Set up an OP with Hendrickson.” He held up two fingers. “Two-hour rotations.”

      O’Connor nodded and when he moved past, Bucholz glared at him, “Don’t fuck this up.” He ignored him and kept moving. He could hear Private Hendrickson following a couple yards behind.

      He moved carefully, barely making a sound. When he thought he was the correct distance, he scanned the area for a good place to set up. The jungle was much darker than the beach, but slivers of moonlight penetrated here and there and he noticed a slight rise to his right. He waited until Private Hendrickson noticed him and signaled. Hendrickson nodded and covered him. O’Connor crouched on the hillock. He made sure it wasn’t an anthill, or some other beasts lair and pulled out his entrenching tool. He scraped the top layer of rotting jungle detritus, then scraped the dirt away until he’d made a slight depression. It wasn’t much and wouldn’t protect them from incoming fire, but he didn’t want to dig and make a bunch of noise.

      Private Hendrickson slid in beside him and sat with his legs crossed. He propped his M1 Garand on his knee and scanned the area. O’Connor was on his belly but got to a sitting position beside Hendrickson. He whispered into his ear. “I’ll watch the right, you take the left.”

      Hendrickson guffawed. “I’m not taking orders from you, Corporal.”

      O’Connor gritted his teeth and swallowed his anger. It went down like a jagged pill. “Fine, I’ll cover right, you cover whatever the fuck you want.” Hendrickson didn’t respond. O’Connor couldn’t help himself. “If you fall asleep out here, I’ll cut your fucking throat myself.” Hendrickson seethed but he knew he’d make too much noise if he responded the way he wanted to. O’Connor grinned. This is gonna be a fun mission.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning O’Connor lifted his head from the mounded sand. He felt like shit. His body ached. Feel like an old man. There was no enemy activity during the night. There was the occasional distant rumble of artillery coming from the other side of the island, but it also could have been thunder. He looked toward the tall, lush mountains that formed the spine of the mountain. In the semi-darkness it looked dark green, almost black. He was glad they didn’t have to haul their asses up there.

      He and Hendrickson had been relieved from their OP sometime in the deep night. O’Connor did his best to find a comfortable piece of real estate to sleep on but settled for the mound of sand. At least it was dry.

      He opened a can of K-Rats and had breakfast. He stood and stretched, feeling his muscles snap, pop and creak. The GIs around him were up. Some darted into the surrounding jungle to take shits. Dysentery, also known as raging diarrhea was always a concern out here, but he hadn’t seen many cases during this operation. On Guadalcanal and again on Bougainville, Dysentery had swept through their ranks, putting more soldiers out of the fight than the Japanese did.

      When it was full daylight the company moved back to the edge of the beach and got into a long, snaking single-file line. O’Connor slung his rifle and looked out to the shimmering strait. He could see the imposing outline of Cebu. The image made him think of Celine. Wonder if they’ve buried her yet? He decided if he lived through this war, he’d find her gravesite. He had some things he still wanted to tell her.

      They made good progress through the morning. They crossed a few small creeks that flowed with clear water. They stopped at one and dipped their heads, cleaning off layers of dirt and sweat. O’Connor relished the coolness as it dripped down his back. He rubbed the grit from his neck and filled his steel helmet with water and dumped it over his head. Gawd, that feels good.

      By midday they’d traveled about four miles. They could’ve gone faster, but they were given a week and a half to make the trek along the beach, so there was no reason to hurry. It seemed like a lot of time for an easy stroll. O’Connor wondered if the brass knew something he didn’t.

      They stopped when they came upon a more substantial river. Its briny water flowed deep and fast into the strait. O’Connor was immediately on edge. It looked like a perfect place for the japs to put up a defense and also natural habitat for crocodiles.

      The company spread out along the banks, some moving into the jungle. Lieutenant Hopkins brought the NCOs together. O’Connor was effectively a private in everyone’s eyes, but he joined them anyway. He ignored the hostile glances.

      Lieutenant Hopkins looked like he probably played football before the war. He was average height, but his shoulders were wide and his legs stretched the seams of his pants. O’Connor guessed he was probably a fullback. He tilted his helmet back. “Captain Ludwig wants us to stop here for the day, maybe longer. We’re gonna dig in and send patrols out.” He pointed at the river. “There’s word there’s a village upstream with a bridge crossing. If nothing else the natives might know where the Japs are. Our platoon’s taking the low position here on the beach. I want holes dug in an L shape, some facing the bay and the majority toward the river. We’ll have to move into the jungle and link up with 2nd platoon. We don’t want any gaps.” He looked from man to man. “Any questions?”

      Corporal Bucholz raised his hand. “We expecting trouble, sir?”

      Hopkins shrugged his shoulders. “Nothing concrete. The captain’s being careful and thorough.” When there were no more questions, Hopkins nodded and said, “Get it done.”
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        * * *

      

      Digging in didn’t take more than a few hours. The ground was soft and easy to dig decent foxholes. O’Connor made his big enough for two, but no one joined him. He was okay with that. He didn’t need some pain in the ass to babysit. He’d be able to spread out and look at the stars all night. He’d sloped the hole and dug a trench in case it decided to rain, which he knew it probably would.

      He’d just put the finishing touches on his hole and was about to test out it’s comfort level and have a nap when Bucholz strode up to the edge of his hole. He had a shoulder width stance and looked down on O’Connor like he was looking into the bottom of a latrine. “The lieutenant wants a patrol. We’re moving through our lines upstream. We’re gonna find that village and see about crossing this river.”

      O’Connor squinted up at him, “So?”

      Bucholz spit. “So, you’re on that patrol, hard-case. Get your lazy ass out of that hole and snap to it.”

      O’Connor shook his head. I should kill this son-of-a-bitch. He got to his feet and hopped out of the hole. He stood to his full height and faced Bucholz. They stared into each other’s eyes. Bucholz looked away first, seeing the eyes of a stone-cold killer. He pointed. “You’re on point.”

      O’Connor spit and narrowly missed the corporal’s boots. “Suits me fine.”
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        * * *

      

      It felt good to be on point again, leading a group of determined GIs. He knew they’d rather not have him in their unit, but when they were out here they relied on one another no matter who it was. It felt good to belong.

      The jungle was thick but manageable. O’Connor led them along the river bank. The steady flow of the river helped center him and keep him focused. The old feeling of confidence returned. He was a woodsman at heart - a hunter.

      He slowed when he started noticing signs of human activity. He moved cautiously until he saw a hut through the trees. He’d come to the expected village.

      He crouched and parted the jungle to get a better look. It looked abandoned. He didn’t see any local Filipinos, and the thatch structures looked run-down, as if they hadn’t been cared for in a while. He heard the soldier behind him and he looked back to get his attention. He held up his fist and the GI passed the signal back and crouched with his rifle at the ready.

      Corporal Bucholz moved forward and crouched beside O’Connor. Without a word O’Connor pointed at the village. Bucholz bobbed his head trying to get a better view. He signaled O’Connor forward for a better look.

      O’Connor parted the bushes and moved through without making a sound. He had his carbine ready. He moved to the edge of the village and went prone. He was as still as a stone as he listened and took in everything he could. Something in the back of his head niggled at him. His intuition, his sixth sense was telling him something wasn’t right. He’d learned not to ignore that niggling.

      Slight movement off to the left caught his eye. He adjusted his head slightly, using his peripheral vision. There it was a again, in the far corner of the village. He focused on the spot and noticed something sticking out from a dark window. It looked like a tree branch, but something was different. Another movement behind the ‘branch,’ someone moving, adjusting themselves. There you are, you son-of-a-bitch.

      He studied the rest of the village. They were well hidden, but he could pick out the telltale signs of an enemy presence. He carefully pushed himself back to Corporal Bucholz and whispered in his ear. “Japs in the far buildings. At least one Nambu in the far left hut.”

      Bucholz looked at him skeptically. “You sure?”

      O’Connor struggled not to strangle him. “Course I’m sure.”

      Bucholz considered his position. “How many?”

      O’Connor shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. We should move back and have the Navy guns take care of it. Couple a rounds should do the trick.”

      Bucholz’s face purpled and a large vein popped out on his forehead. “You’re not in command anymore, corporal.”

      Bucholz motioned the rest of the squad forward. When they were all there he whispered. “We’ve got a few Japs in the village, far left corner. We’re gonna flush ‘em out.”

      O’Connor shook his head. In a quiet, controlled voice he said, “At least get the rest of the platoon involved.”

      Bucholz shook his head. “We can handle it.” He pointed at a crouched PFC. “Collins, move forward and confirm his report.”

      O’Connor seethed, but held his tongue. PFC Collins glanced at O’Connor then shuffled his way past. O’Connor watched him go. He didn’t move well, making far too much noise. O’Connor checked his carbine and sunk lower. The fireworks are gonna start any second. He looked at Bucholz. “I’d get down if I was you.” Bucholz didn’t move but spit out a long stream of tobacco laced juice. O’Connor noticed other GIs moving away from the cluster and sinking lower.

      The crack of a rifle made them all dive for cover. PFC Collins yelled out and more rifles cracked. Bullets lanced through the jungle, knocking leaves and branches down. O’Connor heard Collins returning fire. Despite his yell, he was still in the fight. He looked at Bucholz whose eyes were wide. “Orders. What are your orders?”

      The machine gun opened up. Bullets slammed into palms and pulped their trunks, looking like men’s insides. Bucholz yelled. “Fallback, fallback.”

      O’Connor’s idea of laying low and not taking chances evaporated. “Bullshit, you’ve got a man out there.”

      Bucholz’s panicked eyes darted around like a caged animal. “We’ll be cut to shreds we gotta leave.”

      O’Connor ignored him. “I’m getting Collins back.” Without waiting, he turned and fast crawled forward angling left. Soon he was out of the line of fire.

      The machine gun continued firing in controlled bursts, probing. O’Connor didn’t hear Collins firing anymore. He crouched behind a palm tree and peeked his head around. He could see the Nambu’s barrel smoking, and occasionally spitting fire. More rifle barrels poked out from the other huts firing randomly. One hut on this side of the village looked like it had taken the brunt of the fire. He figured that was where he’d find Collins.

      Movement behind him caught his eye and he spun, but saw it was GIs from the squad following him. O’Connor grinned and nodded at them. Using hand signals, he pointed out the enemy positions. The soldier nearest was mounting a grenade launcher attachment onto his rifle. O’Connor got his attention and pointed at the hut with the Nambu. The enemy fire had stopped. O’Connor assumed they were scanning for targets.

      The squad spread out around O’Connor. Once they were ready, he pointed at the GI with the launcher. He held up three fingers and counted down. When his hand was a fist, the soldier got into a crouch, aimed and fired. At the same instant the rest of the squad opened up. The grenade arced across the open space in the center of the village and landed at the base of the hut, where it met the jungle floor. It disappeared into the thatch for a second, then exploded.

      O’Connor fired his carbine, spreading his bullets through the hut. An instant later the hut started smoking. Soon flames licked from the base and grew, moving upward. The machine gun was out of commission. He switched his fire to the other huts and fired until his magazine was empty. The Japanese return fire intensified and bullets whizzed and smacked into the ground all around.

      O’Connor slammed in a new magazine. He yelled, “Flank left. We’ll roll ‘em up. Covering fire.” The GIs fire intensified and O’Connor rolled out from the palm and sprinted to his left. Bullets followed close behind, but he slid safely behind the thick trunk of a mangrove tree.

      Three men had followed him. He yelled again, “Covering fire!” He swung his carbine around the tree and fired into the huts. The angle was such that he couldn’t see the front of the huts. He fired into them from the side. Thatch was not effective cover from bullets. The nearest hut was burning brightly sending off sparks and billowing smoke. It was nearly completely engulfed. The rest of the squad slid in around him and brought their weapons up. He saw Bucholz slide in last.

      O’Connor pointed at the GI with the launcher. “Put another one into the far hut.” The GI rolled onto his back and pulled another grenade and pulled it into place. When he was ready, he nodded at O’Connor. “Covering fire.” The GIs rose up and fired. The grenadier rolled to his feet, aimed, and fired. His shot was spot on. The grenade arced out and disappeared into the thatch and exploded. There was a flash, then smoke. A Japanese soldier ran from the building. He weaved back and forth but the GI’s bullets found him and he dropped with multiple gunshot wounds.

      O’Connor waved them forward. “Let’s finish this.” He came out from behind the tree and sprinted into the village space. He slid in behind a stack of wood. He crouched and fired into the nearest hut. The burning hut to his left was scorching the side of his face. He could see the charred muzzle of the Nambu. He wondered about the bodies that must be inside.

      GIs followed him and streamed past. He kept firing, covering their advance. A bullet thunked into the wood he crouched behind, sending splintered chunks flying. He didn’t see where it came from. He ducked and changed magazines. He had two more. He popped up and fired four shots then ducked again. This time there was no return fire. The other GIs were pouring bullets into the remaining huts.

      O’Connor moved up and found cover beside a GI who’d just emptied his M1 Garand with a ‘ping.’ “You see ‘em?”

      The GI shook his head. “Nah, just hitting the huts.” He expertly slipped a clip into place and readied himself to fire.

      O’Connor aimed around the cover looking for return fire. The far hut was smoking where the grenade had exploded, but there was no more enemy fire. He went back behind cover. He slapped the shoulder of the GI and pointed. “That’s the hut Collins was in.” He pushed him. “Check it out, I’ll cover you.” The GI nodded and adjusted his crouch. O’Connor put his carbine up and said, “Go!” he fired into the nearest hut and the GI took off. He kicked the thatch door open and burst inside disappearing from O’Connor’s view.

      The rest of the GIs continued to move forward, firing intermittently. There was no return fire. The GI poked his head out of the hut. O’Connor looked at him hoping for good news, but the soldier looked grim and shook his head. He trotted back to O’Connor’s side. “He’s dead. Riddled with bullets.”

      O’Connor lowered his gaze, “Damn.” O’Connor heard Bucholz yelling orders. O’Connor got to his feet. The village was theirs.

      Corporal Bucholz was back at the hut with the Nambu. It was still burning, sending chunks of burning debris into the sky, threatening to ignite the other nearby huts. O’Connor didn’t want to be inside the village if that happened. They’d be caught inside an inferno.

      Bucholz was yelling for the GIs to form up on him. O’Connor stood and looked back at him. The GIs held their ground, looking to O’Connor. O’Connor nodded. “Let’s get outta here before this whole place goes up. Collect PFC Collins and move to the river.”

      Two GIs went inside the hut and brought the shredded body of PFC Collins out. O’Connor asked, “Where’s his weapon?”

      The GI struggling with the feet answered, “It’s in three different pieces. Shot to shit.” O’Connor nodded and the Squad moved past the burning hut, giving it a wide berth.

      They formed up around Bucholz. His face was beet-red. He’d noticed the men’s hesitancy at his order to regroup on him. Collins’s body was lowered to the ground in front of Bucholz. He paled. “Damn shame.” O’Connor held his tongue. He’d be alive if we’d let the Navy shell the place. Bucholz pointed behind him at the river. “There’s a bridge crossing just upstream. It’s what we were sent to find. We’ll hustle back to the company and report.”

      O’Connor heard the sound of many boots tromping through the jungle behind them. “Looks like the company’s coming to us.”

      Lieutenant Hopkins burst into the village with his weapon ready. The jungle seemed to come alive with GIs, ready for a fight. Hopkins took in the scene as the soldiers spread out. Bucholz waved his hand. “Over here, sir.”

      Hopkins trotted over to the loitering GIs. He strode with purpose but pulled up short when he saw the bloody body. Collins’s eyes were shut, but his face was a deathly gray and a deep cut on his cheek oozed. He slung his Thompson and shook his head. “What the hell happened here, Bucholz? I sent you out to recon, not get into a firefight.”

      Bucholz was quick to point at O’Connor. “O’Connor led the attack. Against my orders to pull back.” O’Connor didn’t say a word but stared at Bucholz. It was a cold stare, one that made Bucholz look away.

      Hopkins leveled his eyes at O’Connor. “This true Corporal?”

      O’Connor spit a stream of clear spit. “I led the attack, yes sir.”

      “Goddamit, you wanna tell me why you disobeyed Bucholz?”

      O’Connor looked back at the squirming corporal. “I had my reasons.”

      Bucholz shook his head. “He’s no good. That’s why he was kicked out of his other company. He needs to be out of this unit, sir.”

      Private First-Class Fletcher watched the exchange. He shook his head. “Sir, that’s not the way it happ …”

      He was cut off by Hopkins. “Did I ask you for your input, Private?” PFC Fletcher held his tongue but looked at the other men for help. Another was about to speak when firing erupted from the direction of the bridge.

      O’Connor went to ground and pointed. “Japs coming across the bridge!”
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        * * *

      

      Captain Ludwig was on the radio soon after the Japanese tried to cross the bridge. While he was calling in the guns the rest of the company spread out to either side of the bridge.

      O’Connor was behind a stack of rotting wood. He could feel the wood splinter as it absorbed Japanese bullets. The concentration of fire told him there was a large force. He rolled to his right and chanced a look. Bullets whizzed by, but he was able to get a quick view of the bridge. It looked well-built and new. He thought it was probably built by, or at least designed by the Japanese. He pulled back as more bullets smacked into the dirt and sent spouts of soil into the air.

      He looked behind him and saw the other GIs in his squad with their heads down. PFC Fletcher peered from beneath his helmet. O’Connor could barely see his eyes. “Stay down. Wait for the fire mission.”

      A GI closer to the bridge yelled, “Here they come!”

      The suppressing fire subsided. O’Connor arched his neck and strained to see over the wood pile. He glimpsed khaki uniforms sprinting across the bridge. They flashed by the wooden struts.

      O’Connor got to his knees and pulled his M1 up. He sighted on a figure running full tilt across the two-hundred-foot span. He led him and fired, but his bullets whacked into the heavy wood of a strut. It didn’t take long before the soldier was in the open again. O’Connor touched the trigger and sent four more shots. The soldier staggered and dropped out of sight behind the next strut.

      O’Connor dropped behind cover again and looked back at Fletcher. “They’re coming across the bridge.” Fletcher nodded and pulled himself into a crouch. O’Connor watched him sight over his carbine and fire. When Fletcher dropped down, O’Connor went up again. He saw a Japanese soldier halfway across the bridge, crouched with his Arisaka rifle at his shoulder. The Japanese fired and expertly worked the bolt. O’Connor aimed carefully and fired twice. This time there was no doubt. The soldier was flung backwards, leaving his rifle on the wooden railing. O’Connor dropped again and Fletcher went up.

      The rest of the company was firing now, but the Japanese were making progress, leapfrogging over one another. A machine gun opened up from the far side of the span. O’Connor flinched at the sound, but the fire wasn’t directed his way.

      He popped up again and searched for the source. He glimpsed the telltale white smoke coming from the jungle near the other side of the bridge. He fired through the cover until his magazine was dry. He dropped down and reloaded.

      O’Connor heard Bucholz yell. “Riverbank, riverbank!” O’Connor watched Fletcher shift his aim to the river. It flowed at the bottom of the canyon thirty feet down. It moved fast, but calm on its way to the ocean, completely aloof of the battle raging along its banks.

      O’Connor stayed low, keeping the wood pile between himself and the fire coming from the bridge. He looked to the river and realized he’d was exposed from that direction.

      He saw Japanese soldiers running through the jungle, some coming down to the riverbank. He aimed at a soldier bringing his rifle to his shoulder. He fired and watched his bullets slam into the crouched Japanese. The soldier staggered backward then toppled forward and splashed into the river. O’Connor put two more bullets into him and the body jolted, then slowly drifted downstream.

      More soldiers were taking up positions on the riverbank and O’Connor knew he had to move or be sliced up. He yelled, “We’ve gotta move! We’re exposed.”

      Japanese bullets whizzed past his ears. He kept firing into the jungle, moving his carbine from target to target, unsure if he was hitting anything. He heard the distinctive sound of a bullet hitting flesh and heard a grunt and the clatter of a dropped weapon. He didn’t have time to see who was hit. He moved backwards, firing as he went.

      When his magazine emptied he turned to sprint for cover, but the heavy whoosh of a passing locomotive overhead made him dive for cover. The jungle beyond the river erupted and the shock wave of a 5-inch shell rippled the river water and slammed into him, knocking the wind from his lungs. He stayed down as more big shells passed and slammed into the Japanese position.

      The naval barrage lasted less than a minute, but it felt like a year. Each crushing impact swept over him and rattled his brain. When it ended he shook his head and listened as jungle debris rained down all around. It seemed like a quick, violent storm had passed through. He peered from beneath his dirt encrusted helmet. The river continued to flow, but it was covered with a thick layer of debris. He thought he could probably walk across it.

      There was no movement from the far bank. There was only thick smoke and churned up soil. The machine gun was silent. He remembered the GI who’d been hit just before the barrage. He went into a crouch and looked for his squad. One by one heads emerged as they recovered from the close fire mission. He saw an inert form a couple yards away. The GI was on his back, staring into the bright sky.

      O’Connor shook the dirt off and went to the soldier’s side. He brushed the dirt off his still face. It was PFC Fletcher. He felt for a pulse, but knew it was useless. He barely knew him, but he knew enough. He was a good soldier and a good man. Yet another life wasted by the brutality of war.

      More firing erupted from his side of the river. It was light at first but gaining intensity. O’Connor scanned the enemy bank but didn’t see movement. He heard Captain Ludwig. “Move up! Move up! Take the bridge.”

      The GIs shook off the effects of the barrage like zombies rising from the grave. O’Connor’s first instinct was to join the charge, but a deep tiredness overtook him and he stayed next to Fletcher’s body. He stared at his unseeing eyes. There was no pain there. He looked completely at peace. O’Connor envied him. He heard yelling and tore his eyes from Fletcher’s. The GIs were bounding across the bridge, firing intermittently towards the dense jungle.

      Someone slapped his shoulder. “Come on soldier, move up!” It was Corporal Bucholz. O’Connor glared at him and the urge to shoot him was strong. The rest of the squad followed Bucholz. O’Connor staggered to his feet. He took one last look at Fletcher’s graying face. He felt like an old man, but he trotted behind the rest of the squad.
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      Platoon Sergeant Carver didn’t like how things had been left with Sergeant - now Corporal O’Connor. He’d fought beside him through every major engagement since the beaches at Guadalcanal, and now he was about to land on another island, but without him.

      O’Connor had been shuffled off under guard right after the fight. It was the last Carver saw of him. That had been two weeks ago. He was told he’d been reassigned to Hotel Company which would be assaulting the island from the northeast, along with elements of the 40th Division. He heard they’d already landed and were driving down the beach to meet up with them in the southeastern corner. For all he knew, O’Connor could already be dead.

      Carver and the 164th Regiment were landing at the south-east end, near Sibulan. They were to advance to contact with the help of  the Filipino guides. Once the Japanese were engaged, the 40th would hit them from their flank. That was assuming they didn’t run into any Japanese during their trek down the beach.

      The boat ride from Tagliban Harbor to the landing zone, only took a couple hours. The sounds of naval gunfire rippled around the inlets, making it difficult to pin down exactly where it was coming from. It became immediately apparent when the troop ship crossed the tip of Cebu’s western most coast line. Negros island was suddenly visible like a shining green snake. A big one. The U.S. Navy was shelling something far inland. So far, in fact, that Carver couldn’t see the resulting explosions

      The brass had told them they didn’t expect a hostile landing, so the fire mission perplexed Carver. He nudged Lieutenant Swan. “What the hell they firing at, sir?”

      Swan shrugged but pointed toward the towering mountains forming a spine through the center of the island. “The 182nd Division’s been attacking from the northern side for nearly a month now. They’ve had it pretty rough from what I’ve heard. They’ve pushed the Japs back into the hills though. Probably a fire mission supporting them.”

      Carver nodded. “Nice to have ‘em around, case we run into anything unusual.”

      “Most of the Japs are on the other side, but there’s plenty on this side too. Division thinks there may be two thousand troops dug in those hills.” He gestured to the low hills in front of the taller mountain range. They looked green and lush. Carver wondered how thick it would be. Cebu and Bohol hadn’t been too bad. So far, the jungles weren’t nearly as thick and rancid as Bougainville or Guadalcanal. “The local contingent of Filipino fighters tells us there’s a few Japs still in Dumaguate, but we’ll be landing in Sibulan a few miles north. We expect the Japs to run for the hills once they see us land.”

      “Why’s that, sir?” Carver had been fighting the Japanese a long time and hadn’t seen them run from a fight.

      “It’s what happened on the other side. The 182nd landed and the Japs faded into the jungle leaving behind all sorts of minefields and tank traps. It was effective. Our guys took a lot more casualties than if the Japs had stayed in one place and slugged it out. At this point, they know they can’t stand and fight. Using guerrilla tactics, they can kill more of us, which is all they seem to care about.”

      Carver shook his head. “We can’t seem to convince ‘em they’re beat.” He looked out over the lush island with its white beaches. “A lot more of us are gonna die before this thing’s over. If they’re fighting like this here? Think what’s gonna happen when we land on Japan. Everyone able to wield anything evenly remotely dangerous will be gunning for us.”

      Lieutenant Swan slapped Carver’s shoulder and leaned in close. “Shouldn’t be telling you this,” he looked around like he was searching for a spy. “The Americal Division’s slated to be the leading force on that operation. Once were done here, we start resupplying and training for mainland Japan.”

      Carver looked at his feet and shook his head. The image of Lilly filled his thoughts, and a sadness flooded him. All thoughts of a life after this war shattered like a ship upon a craggy reef.

      Lieutenant Swan was alarmed at his reaction. “Hey, don’t sweat it, Sergeant.” He beamed, “You and I are survivors.”

      Carver felt embarrassed. “Sorry, sir. Just tired I guess.”

      Swan nodded. “We’ll be offloading within the hour. Have the men ready.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      “Get those men north of town and set up a perimeter,” yelled Lieutenant Swan. Platoon Sergeant Carver directed Sergeant Levy to move the men through the town quickly.

      As expected there was no enemy resistance. The landing had gone off perfectly. It had only taken two hours to get the entire Regiment offloaded. As on Bohol, they were met with the local Filipino resistance fighters. They’d assured them there were no Japanese in the area.

      Captain Flannigan stood before the ranking Filipino officer and asked, “so, where are they?”

      With a broad grin and broken English, he pointed south. “In Duagarte. They leave now.”

      Flannigan didn’t like hearing that. “Let’s move out and cut ‘em off before they get to the hills.” He looked around for Lt. Swan. “Swan! Where are you?”

      Lieutenant Swan walked up to Flannigan with another captain in tow. Swan saluted and addressed Flannigan. “Sir, this is Captain Ludwig from Hotel Company, 40th Division. They’ve just arrived.”

      Captain Flannigan looked his counterpart over. He was filthy with mud and dust and smelled of jungle and cordite. “Looks like you’ve had a rough go of it, Captain.”

      Captain Ludwig squinted at the taller Flannigan. “We ran into the Japs on day one in a little village. They were defending a key bridge crossing. We finally took the bridge and have been in a running battle with the remnants of that unit ever since.”

      Flannigan frowned. “Casualties?”

      Ludwig looked at his boots and nodded. “Lost twenty-two men. Most at the bridge.”

      Flannigan pointed south. “The Filipino resistance says there’s Japs in Duagarte, but they’re heading for the hills. Probably hooking up with the force you’ve been fighting.”

      Ludwig frowned. “It would be better if we kept that from happening. They’re all but used up. If they connect, they’ll be able to resupply.”

      Flannigan pointed past the village. “We could send soldiers up that valley, act like a stopping force.” He waved the leader of the Filipinos forward. “Captain Garcia could lead us.”

      Ludwig nodded. “My men need to resupply, but we can be up there pretty quick.”

      Flannigan shook his head. “I’ve already got men moving in that direction. You should rest your men, get some hot chow.” He looked him up and down and crinkled his nose, “Maybe bathe.”

      Ludwig squinted and scowled but was too tired to argue. “Combat’s a dirty business, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      Platoon Sergeant Carver walked beside Lt. Swan. They’d left the cheering villagers behind and were weaving their way up a winding path beside a crystal-clear creek. On point was a cadre of hard looking Filipino fighters. “How far you figure we need to go?”

      Lieutenant Swan shrugged. “Captain Ignacio has a spot in mind. Says it’s a likely spot for the Japs to come through.”

      “Any idea how many Japs we’re dealing with?”

      “Nope. Only know they’re battle weary.”

      Carver dropped back to check on the men. They’d been off the boat a day, but the heat, dust and strain of being in enemy territory made them look like they’d been at if for weeks. Despite their ragged look, he knew they were a deadly force of hardened veterans and he wouldn’t want to be moving into harm’s way with any other men. He thought about O’Connor. Wonder how he’s doing? He thought of their fight. At first he’d been enraged by the blatant disrespect, but as the weeks passed he realized his old friend was lashing out at the situation, not him personally. He grinned, son-of-a-bitch can sure throw a punch. He touched his still tender nose.

      A half-hour later Captain Ignacio halted the column. The canyon forked into another side canyon with a well-used trail. The jungle was thick and would force travelers toward the side-canyon trail.  An idyllic little creek babbled over stones at the bottom of the canyon. Some GIs dipped their hands and rubbed the cool water over their necks and heads.

      Carver assessed the area. He was at Lt. Swan’s side again. “Good place to set up an ambush. The Japs have to come along the trail. They’ll funnel right down on us.”

      Lieutenant Swan agreed. “We’ll put second platoon on the uphill side and the Filipinos on the downhill side.” He looked south. The jungle wasn’t as thick behind them, like it had been thinned out before the war. Swan figured it was some kind of logging operation. “As long as they don’t come from behind us.”

      Carver said. “We can put some security back there, sir.”

      Swan nodded. “Let’s get it set up. Put the thirty-caliber machine guns on the flanks and one shooting straight down the path of the ’T.’ I’ll call in our coordinates, get some fire missions set up in case we need it.”

      The men set about digging in. The soft ground was easy to work with. The black, fertile dirt smelled loamy. The Filipinos didn’t have entrenching tools but borrowed the GI’s.

      Within an hour the second platoon and the attached Filipinos were dug in. Now, all they had to do was wait. Carver was in a hole with Corporal Mathews. He had his M1 Garand propped on the side of the hole. They’d dug it deep and wide. There was plenty of room for both of them. They were on the side of the hill just up from the trail. The next hole to their right was the machine gun crew. They were a few meters up from the creek. They were well concealed, the deadly .30 caliber’s barrel the only thing poking through the camouflage. If the Japs came down this path, they’d be torn apart.

      Further up the hill, another .30 caliber aimed down the trail. They had a more limited view but would be able to engage anyone coming through the thick jungle. The third machine gun was set up on the other side of the trail amongst the Filipinos.

      Carver looked through the jungle canopy. It was relatively thin and he could see through all the way to the sea. Great black clouds were forming across the bay and it looked like Cebu was about to get drenched. “Hope that shit stays over there.”

      Mathews looked where he was looking. “Doubt it. Hasn’t rained in a whole day. We’re definitely overdue.” He slapped at his neck and his hand came away with a blood spot. “At least the mosquitos aren’t as bad as Bougainville.”

      “Nothing was as bad as Bougainville. Far as I’m concerned the Japs can keep it.”
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        * * *

      

      The day waned and the GIs of second platoon tried to stay focused. The day turned dark as a black sheet of rain moved from Cebu to the bay. The GIs were directly in its path. There was no doubt they’d be caught in a deluge soon.

      Lieutenant Swan ordered the men to break out their ponchos and dig outlet drains in their holes if they hadn’t already. For most of the men, adding a way for the water to run out of their foxholes was as automatic as putting their boots on.

      The bay disappeared, as the rain swept across and smacked into Negros. Soon after, the first fat drops started to fall on their ambush position. “Here it comes. Gonna be a doozy.” Carver hunkered under his poncho but kept a slit open to keep an eye on the trail. Visibility dropped to a few feet as the sky seemed to open up like a faucet. The constant splatter on his poncho drowned out all sound. It felt like he was sitting beneath a particularly brutal waterfall.

      The foxhole quickly deteriorated into a sloppy mess. The sides turned to goo and the bottom started to fill up despite the ditch they’d dug at the far end. Runoff from uphill sloshed over the lip and cascaded into the hole forming a minor waterfall.

      Carver leaned close to Mathew’s ear. “Creek’s gonna rise.” Mathews looked past sheets of rain and nodded. Carver continued. “I’m gonna move down and make sure the MG nest is far enough uphill. Flash flood could take ‘em out.”

      Mathews nearly had to shout to be heard. “You won’t get ten feet. You’ll slide out of here like a hockey puck.”

      Carver nodded. “Yeah, I may not make it back to you.” He secured his Thompson on his back and slapped Mathew’s shoulder. He dug his hands into the muddy ground and lunged out of the hole. He immediately slipped and fell onto his chest. The slight downward angle was enough to send him sliding. He went a couple feet, gaining speed before he reached out and hooked a passing palm tree. He held tight and his body swung around until he faced back up the hill. The Bright day from just a few minutes before was replaced with an unnatural darkness. He couldn’t see more than a few feet in either direction. He strained to see Mathews, but it was as if he’d traveled miles in his brief slide.

      He kicked his boots into the mushy ground, trying to get a purchase before he let go of the palm. The creek-bed was thirty yards from his hole, but it might as well have been in another universe.

      He let go of the palm and his toehold held. He backed his way down the hill one step at a time. He felt like an ice climber on some bizarre watery descent. He finally made it to less steep ground and was able to stand. He searched the area but couldn’t see anyone. He knew there was an entire platoon of men nearby, but he felt like he was on the moon.

      He kept trudging down the hill and finally the sound of rushing water overtook the sound of the hammering rain. He crouched and squinted. He felt rivulets of cold water lancing down his body. Even the most robust rain gear wouldn’t be enough to keep the rainwater out, and he wore an Army issue poncho. He took a few more careful steps toward the sound of rushing water. He called out, “Hello!” There was no point trying to keep quiet. If the Japs were nearby they’d be hunkered down for sure.

      He took another step toward the edge of the creek and slipped. He fell onto his ass and immediately started sliding toward the creek he still couldn’t see. Shit, I’ll be swept away and they’ll never find my body. He gained speed despite digging his hands and heels into the mud. Suddenly he hit an edge and dropped. He thought he’d hit the raging creek, but instead slammed into soft, protesting bodies.

      The GI yelled, “What the hell’s that?” He shook off the unknown visitor and Carver slipped to the bottom of the foxhole.

      There was more yelling, but Carver’s booming voice cut through. “It’s me! It’s Carver!”

      He felt his voice was barely audible above the roar of the creek and the rain, but the nearest man heard him. “Carver? That you?”

      Carver got to his feet. The bottom of the hole was filled shin-deep with water. He yelled into the soldier’s ear. “We gotta get you outta here. The creek’s gonna keep rising. You’ll be swept away.”

      “We’re twenty feet from the creek,” He protested.

      Carver shook his head, a motion no one could see. “I think it’s right there and rising.”

      He tugged at the GI’s shoulder but he resisted. “Lemme get the gun,” he yelled. “Tommy, we’re leaving,” he yelled at the loader beside him.

      Tommy yelled back. “What? Why?”

      Carver yelled above the din. “Cause I said so. Now move out, now!” The rain subsided slightly in that moment and the visibility went from zero to a couple of yards. Carver’s eyes went wide and he pointed. “Shit! Leave the gun, we gotta go now!”

      The GIs looked up and saw the dark churning water of the creek. The placid, idyllic babbling brook they’d crossed with hardly a jump was now a massive, black cauldron, full of rolling debris. It was climbing toward them like an angry black devil and it was only feet away.

      Carver jumped out of the hole and reached back to help the two GIs out. He gripped the first man and pulled him over the side. He seemed to weigh a ton, but he got him out of the hole. The GI turned back to help his buddy, but Tommy was still trying to lift the .30 caliber off the mount. His efforts were thwarted by the slick ground. He couldn’t get a good purchase and every time he tried to lift the gun, his boots went out from beneath him. “Forget the gun, Tommy. We gotta go, now!”

      Tommy got back to his feet and looked up at his buddy. He lunged for the gun again, “Can’t leave it here.” He dug his feet in and pulled up. The machine gun came off the mount and he looked up grinning. “Got it. I told you -” He was interrupted when the creek surged and the mass of water and debris swept over the hole and slammed into his chest. He simply disappeared. One moment he was there, the next he was gone, replaced with an angry black mass of debris.

      Carver held onto the GI’s poncho as he tried to lunge for his friend. He held tight and screamed at him. “He’s gone! We gotta move!”

      The soldier wailed, “Tommy! Tommy, no!” Carver pulled him up the hill. He didn’t look back but he felt the rising creek of half dirt, half water reaching to snatch him, like a hungry crocodile.

      The soldier finally stopped struggling and shook Carver off. He made his own way, and they slogged up the hillside a few yards. For every step forward, they slipped half a step backwards, but they finally got far enough away from the raging creek, and stopped. Carver tucked into the base of a palm tree and the mud slid past him, feeding the creek. The gunner tucked tight and Carver could feel his body jolt as he sobbed for his friend. He pretended not to notice.

      The rain lasted another twenty minutes but it subsided slightly and the creek didn’t rise more. The daylight gradually returned and the rain suddenly stopped as abruptly as it started. The raging creek quickly lost its power. Carver watched as it dropped inch by inch then foot by foot. The sight was mesmerizing. It was still muddy, but the power that it possessed was gone. The foxhole they’d come from was gone, as if it had never existed, along with Tommy’s body.

      Carver looked up through the dripping jungle canopy. He could see blue sky. The day was waning into evening. It was as if the violence of the previous hour had never happened. The only evidence, the muddy ground and the line of black debris strewn along the high-water mark of the creek.

      Carver reached out and squeezed the gunner’s shoulder. “You okay?”

      The soldier didn’t respond at first. He looked up through red-rimmed, watery eyes. He wiped his nose on the back of his hand. He looked back to where the foxhole had been, then back at Carver. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      Carver stood and surveyed the area. It looked nothing like it had. He couldn’t see the foxholes and the platoon of GIs he knew were there. Then, one by one he saw heads popping up and looking around in dazed confusion. “I’m gonna go find Lieutenant Swan.” The soldier nodded but didn’t stand. He kept staring at the creek, like it would re-animate and climb up to kill him.
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        * * *

      

      Private Haskins was the only casualty from the flash flood. Private First-Class Watts, the gunner, wanted to look for his body, but night was approaching and Lt. Swan wouldn’t allow it. He barked out orders. “Get your foxholes back in shape and get those thirty cals back up. There’s still a cadre of Japs out there somewhere.”

      As the light faded and darkness set in, Carver sat beside PFC Mathews again. Mathews whispered, “Think they’ll come tonight?”

      Carver shrugged. “They’re probably desperate to link up and re-supply. From what I hear, they’re low on everything, including food. If there’s one time to move at night, this would be it.”

      Mathews stared into the jungle. A thin sheen of mist covered the ground. The darkness combined with the mist cut visibility to near zero. “If they do, they’ll be right on top of us before we see ‘em.”

      Carver nodded. “Long as we see ‘em first we’ll be fine. Try to get some shut-eye. I’ll take the first watch.”

      Mathews nodded and slipped to the bottom of the muddy hole. The standing water was gone, but the sloppy mess it left behind seeped into his crotch. He removed his helmet and sat on it. It sank into the muck, but finally stopped when it was halfway covered. He dug into his pack and opened a can of C-Rats. He slurped up what passed for spaghetti and tried to get comfortable.

      Carver heard his deep breathing moments later. He shook his head, wishing he could fall asleep that quickly. He’s like O’Connor, can sleep instantly. The thought of O’Connor took his mind off the jungle. He knew O’Connor was linked with the 40th, the same unit that had been fighting a running battle with the Japanese he was set up to ambush. He’d gotten orders to set the ambush before he was able to check on his old friend. He worried briefly but decided there was no point to it. He’s been through worse than that.

      Two hours passed and the jungle was black. There was starlight sifting through the canopy, but Carver could only see a few feet ahead. The only way he’d know if the enemy was there, was if he heard them, or they stumbled into his hole. He checked his watch. He’d give Mathews another half hour. He could hear his soft snores from the blackness at his feet.

      He adjusted his Thompson and shifted his feet. He felt the circulation return to his right leg. He hadn’t realized he was standing awkwardly. The coolness and tingling felt good and took his mind off how tired he felt.

      The jungle sounds suddenly quieted. He concentrated on the jungle. There was still a lot of insect noise, but some part had quieted. It was subtle, but his veteran’s ears noticed it immediately. He gripped his Thompson tighter and strained to see into the gloom. He concentrated on his peripheral vision. The soft babble of the now tame creek sounded loud as he concentrated. Then he heard a splash. Not large, more like a footfall. Like someone was crossing or walking along the side and misstepped. He held his breath and listened. There it was again.

      He kicked PFC Mathews and felt him instantly jolt and tense. Without a word, Mathews got to his feet and was near Carver’s left shoulder. Carver whispered, “Something’s coming down the creek.”

      Mathews shifted his M1 and strained to hear. All grogginess disappeared, replaced with alertness. Another sound, this time the barely audible snap of a branch. In slow motion, Mathews put his rifle to his shoulder, aiming over the sights.

      They both nearly jumped out of their skin when the bark of a rifle erupted below them and lit the night with a muzzle flash. Carver had no targets but he aimed in the direction he’d heard the noise and fired off five rounds. Mathews joined in sending his own .30 caliber bullets into the night.

      There was yelling coming from the darkness, then there were muzzle flashes in the jungle. Carver’s night vision vanished when he fired his Thompson, but he saw multiple muzzle flashes coming from the jungle to his front.  He shifted his aim from the creek to the new targets and walked a ten-round burst into the night. Mathews also shifted and emptied the rest of his clip. It pinged and he dropped down to reload. “Reloading!” he yelled.

      Carver felt the buzz of a bullet passing close and he ducked down. The two remaining .30 caliber machine guns opened up and for a few seconds the enemy fire was drowned out. Carver popped back up and waited for another flash, but there wasn’t any. He swung his Thompson back and forth, breathing hard. He wanted to fire at the spot he’d seen the flash, but the Japanese soldier may be waiting for that. Mathews finished reloading and popped up again, ready to engage. “Don’t shoot unless you’ve got a target.” He could hear Mathews breathing hard and moving his rifle side to side, but he held his fire.

      The .30 caliber machine guns lowered their firing cadence to five round bursts, ending when the tracer round lanced into the night. There was no return fire. Carver listened for retreating troops, but his ears were ringing. He heard Lt. Swan yell, “Cease fire,” and the guns stopped. “Anyone hit?” There was no response. Thank God, Carver thought. “Stay in your holes, they may be sneaking in closer.”

      Carver dropped down and whispered, “Reloading.” He ejected the magazine and inserted a new one, putting the half-spent mag back in his pocket. Carver rose back up. Together, they watched for anything out of the ordinary. Ten long minutes passed. There was the occasional shot from other sectors. Nervous soldiers seeing ghosts in the night, Carver thought.

      He could feel Mathews tense suddenly. At the same instant he heard the soft thump of something landing nearby. He reacted instantly. He dropped down and pulled Mathews along with him. He screamed, “Grenade!” at the same instant it exploded.

      More explosions thumped along the line. Debris rained down on Carver’s foxhole. There was screaming coming from GIs. Carver gritted his teeth. “Get ready!” Carver and Mathews were inches away. Carver waited another five seconds then yelled, “Now!” As one unit, Carver and Mathews stood up.

      Carver immediately saw movement charging toward their hole. He didn’t have time to aim. He leveled his sub-machine gun and blazed away, holding the trigger down and sweeping the area. The flame from his muzzle lit up the agonized faces of multiple Japanese soldiers.

      Mathews fired repeatedly until his clip pinged. He didn’t have time to reload, the surviving Japanese were charging and would be upon them in a moment.

      He reversed his grip and held the barrel end of the M1. He could feel the heat of the barrel but ignored it. A Japanese was lunging toward his heart with his bayonet mounted Arisaka. Mathews swung the M1 and knocked the lunge away. The soldier tripped into the hole. Mathews ducked and had just enough time to move under the forward part of the foxhole. The Japanese soldier slammed into the back wall. The muddy hole was suddenly crowded and Mathew’s had trouble turning around to engage the enemy. He dropped his rifle and pulled his K-bar knife from the scabbard on his waist. He jabbed and felt the blade slice and glance off the soldier’s forearm. The Japanese screamed in agony. With speed he didn’t know he had, Mathews lunged the blade over and over into the soft flesh, not caring where he hit, as long as it was flesh.

      Sticky blood gushed over his hand. The Japanese dropped to the floor. Mathews heard the final click of Carver’s Thompson. Mathews felt exposed. His back was facing the enemy. He tried to spin, but his feet tangled in the dying soldier’s legs and he fell on top of him. In the darkness he could see Carver’s silhouette blotting out the stars. He was yelling something, but Mathews couldn’t understand it through the ringing in his ears. Then Carver leaped and was out of the hole. The sudden space, allowed Mathews to untangle and stand.

      He scrambled out of the hole. Carver was struggling with another soldier. They were grunting and screaming at one another. A dark shape from the left appeared and Mathews saw the glinting of a bayonet. The Japanese was running at Carver’s back. He’d skewer him if Mathews didn’t act. He still gripped his bloody knife. He lunged forward like a free safety hitting an exposed receiver. He wrapped his arms around the soldier, slamming his knife into his back. It was a solid hit and they went flying into the night.

      When they hit the ground, Mathews released his grip and rolled to his feet. The knife was gone, still planted in the soldier’s back. He couldn’t see his victim, but another shape appeared out of the darkness. The enemy was running to finish the job on Carver, who was still locked up with the other soldier.

      Mathews felt like his lungs were on fire. He couldn’t catch his breath, but he didn’t have time to recover. He launched at the passing soldier and ran into him broadside. The soldier screamed in surprise. Mathews straddled his chest, but he didn’t have a weapon. He reared back his right fist and slammed it into the soldier’s face. He felt teeth break, but the pain in his own hand made him yell. The soldier was dazed. Mathews balled his left fist and slammed it into the soldier’s nose. It collapsed with a crunch and blood spurted from beneath his fist.  In the darkness, he could barely make out the soldier’s features. He remembered his helmet. He pushed it forward off his head and in one motion slammed it down into the soldier’s face. The three-pound steel pot clanged and stunned the Japanese. Mathews plunged it down again and again until the soldier stopped moving.

      He sat atop the soldier, his chest heaving, trying to catch his breath. He could see the dim outline of a soldier where Carver had been, but he couldn’t tell if it was his sergeant or the Japanese. The figure stepped his direction. Mathews tried to move off the dead Japanese, but he couldn’t seem to get his body to work. The dark soldier continued striding toward him. If it wasn’t Carver, Mathews didn’t think he had the energy to fight.

      A gruff voice cut through his growing panic. “That you Mathews?” Muzzle flashes continued lighting up the jungle, but the intensity had died down. Carver knelt down. “You okay?”

      Mathews nodded and in a shaky voice he barely recognized said, “Yeah - yeah I’m alright.”

      Carver pulled him off the motionless body. “Let’s get back to the hole. Doubt the Japs are finished with us yet.” Mathews tried to stand but his legs didn’t want to cooperate and he had to lean heavily on Carver. “You hit?”

      Mathews shook his head. “Don’t think so. Can’t seem to catch my breath.”

      “Well get your shit squared away, soldier. Come on.” He dragged him to the edge of the hole. He kicked the body of a dead Japanese soldier that was perched on the edge and started to lower Mathews into the muddy foxhole.

      Mathews shook him off. “No, there’s a dead Jap at the bottom. I’m not going in there.”

      There was a sudden increase in firing. The .30 caliber, which had been silent the last few minutes came alive again and sent lancing death tracers into the jungle. Carver crouched. “You got a weapon? My Thompson’s around here somewhere, but I can’t find it.”

      Mathews shook his head. “My rifle must be in the bottom with the dead jap. Left my knife in someone’s backside over there.” Carver nodded and hopped into the hole. Mathews could hear the soft thump as he landed on the man he’d killed.

      “Here’s your M1.” In the darkness he could see Carver holding it up to him. “Muddy as shit.” Mathews reached for it and felt it’s familiar weight. He had to prop it on the ground. “Cover the jungle while I clear this hole out.”

      Mathews nodded and wiped the sludge from the stock and barrel. He felt in his pocket and found a loaded clip. He carefully inserted it and shuffled his feet until he faced the jungle. He wondered if he had the energy to aim and fire. He gritted his teeth and shook his head. He resolved not to give up. He felt a rejuvenating surge and positioned himself better. He searched the darkness for targets.

      There was still fighting in the creek-bed, but there didn’t seem to be any Japs up where they were. He hoped the others were holding the line, or they wouldn’t last through the night. He could hear Carver struggling to push the dead weight of the soldier out of the hole. He grunted and cussed but finally got the body over the lip and rolled him down the hill. Carver spoke between heaving breaths, “I’ve got his rifle. See if he’s got any ammo.”

      Mathews took one last look into the jungle. He put his rifle down and turned to the body. He didn’t relish what he had to do. He was about to put his hands into the man’s pockets when there was a loud commotion from the jungle directly behind him. He knew in an instant it was a charging Japanese. Instinct set in and he dove to his right, reaching for the M1 as he did. He rolled twice then came up onto his knees.

      The sharp crack of a rifle followed immediately by another shot split the night. The blast from the two rifles lit up the grisly scene momentarily. Mathews got a flash of a charging soldier and the bloody body on the ground. The Japanese went down, slamming headfirst into the body. The angle was wrong. He couldn’t fire for fear of hitting Carver. More movement from the jungle. He swung his M1 and fired. The rifle nearly jumped out of his grip, but he readjusted and fired again. The target went down and he pointed the barrel toward the jungle. He pulled the trigger until it pinged. He reached for another clip, but his ammo pouch was still at the bottom of the hole. His pockets were empty.

      Another loud crack from the direction of the hole spurred him into action. He got to his feet and yelled, “Coming in from your right, don’t shoot.” He didn’t wait to hear a response. He crossed the ten feet to where he’d seen Carver shoot. Suddenly the ground was gone beneath his feet and he fell into the hole. He slammed into Carver on the way down and landed in the bloody muck at the bottom. Carver swung the long Arisaka rifle and rested it on his forehead. “Don’t shoot, it’s me.”

      Carver barked, “Dammit! I almost shot you.” He pointed the rifle back out toward the jungle. “Get your ass up.”

      Mathews struggled to find a grip in the muddy sides and finally got to his feet. “Are there more?”

      Carver didn’t take his eyes off the jungle. “Don’t know. Can’t see shit. Be ready.”

      “Shit. I’ve gotta find my ammo.” He dropped back down and started feeling the muddy bottom. It didn’t take long before he felt the half-buried ammo pouch. He pulled and it slurped out of the sludge. He reached inside and found another clip. He pushed it into place and rejoined Carver at the lip of the hole. “Ammo’s dirty, but hopefully functional.”

      They stood shoulder to shoulder searching for more Japanese. After five minutes the firing from the creek died down to the occasional shot. There was no movement. Drifting white smoke snaked around them in the stagnant air. Carver spit. “Think we stopped ‘em … for now.”
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      Corporal O’Connor and the men of Hotel Company were exhausted. They’d been in a running fight for nearly two weeks. All O’Connor wanted to do was sack out for a week. He’d found the hastily erected mess hall and found an out of the way corner and eaten a meal that didn’t come from a can. He savored every bite of the meatloaf and fresh bread. Those Navy boys sure know how to cook.

      The rain started soon after he finished eating. He was walking in the street. The cascade of water instantly turned the streets to muddy, impassable little creeks. He sprinted to find shelter, eschewing the military tents for something more substantial. He burst through the front door of a sturdy looking house. The surprised faces of a family of Filipinos met him. Their faces changed from fear to smiles when they saw it was an American GI. They called him in and gave him a cloth to dry off with. He was ushered in and they sat him at their table where they’d just sat down to eat.

      O’Connor was already full, but he took off his steel pot and sat with them. The food was delicious, some kind of sweet meat. Despite having just eaten a full dinner, he stuffed himself with more. The rain hammered outside. The din on the roof sounded like artillery, but inside it was warm and dry.

      He thought about his old unit. He knew they were out in the jungle, lying in wait for the Japanese he’d been fighting along the beach. He looked outside. The gray sheets of rain looked like a massive waterfall. Those boys are catching hell right about now. There was nothing he could do about it, so he tucked into the dessert. He had no idea what it was, but it tasted amazing, some kind of mushy fruit.

      The rain finally stopped. Outside the streets looked like rivers. A real gully washer. He realized it was a phrase his father used. He let his mind drift to thoughts of home. He pictured the little cabin in the woods, the wide, well-worn path that split, one leading to the well, the other to the two-hole outhouse. He remembered hating having to trudge through the wet and sometimes the snow, to take a shit. It seemed like hell to him then, but now like heaven.

      He hadn’t thought of home for a long time. It was an unattainable goal to return there. He’d never survive long enough to make it back. The war seemed to be winding down, it would have to end soon. He shook his head and looked east. Night was closing around the world quickly. He thought of Japan and the thousands upon thousands of soldiers still willing to fight and die to keep him from setting foot on their homeland. He shook his head and wiped the thought of survival and home away. Worst part of the fighting’s still ahead.
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        * * *

      

      O’Connor woke from his slumber and instinctively clutched his rifle. He sat up from the bed the Filipinos had insisted he use. It was a wood and thatch bed, the best in the house. He swung his feet to the floor and started putting on his boots. Something was happening outside. He could hear American voices yelling. It was a call to form up.

      He was dressed and ready under a minute. He went to the door and looked back into the dimly lit house. The man of the house, Juan, was up and staring back at him. O’Connor thanked him for his hospitality and stepped into the night. The air was heavy with the stench of wet decay. A thin layer of fog drifted along the street. He shivered, despite the warm mugginess.

      GIs were jogging toward the center of town. O’Connor recognized one and yelled. “What’s going on, Duncan?”

      Private Duncan turned when he heard his name. He squinted and recognized him. “Damned if I know, Corporal. Sergeant Flanders told us to meet in the town center.”

      O’Connor looked toward the hills and wondered if something was happening with his old unit. He adjusted his belt and trotted after Duncan.

      Once they were loosely formed up, Lieutenant Hopkins addressed them. He looked like he’d been woken up too. “A platoon from Able Company’s found our group of Japs and are in a fight for their lives. They’ve called for reinforcements and we’re it.”

      There was grumbling all around and O’Connor heard Duncan mutter, “Can’t them damn 164th boys take care of themselves?” O’Connor gritted his teeth, but kept his mouth shut.

      Hopkins continued. “Make sure you’ve got plenty of ammo and food, we don’t know if we’ll be coming back here any time soon.” He pointed at a group of soldiers hanging near the back. “Bring the four-inch mortars and all the .30 caliber Brownings we can find. There’s still a Jap force to the south of us. We want all the firepower we can get in case they hit our flanks.” He looked at his watch. “We leave in thirty minutes.”

      An hour later O’Connor was in the middle of the single file line snaking through the jungle. It was pitch black out and every step his boots sank into mud. They were being led by a group of Filipinos that seemed to know where they were going.

      O’Connor heard the distant sounds of fighting. It ebbed and flowed like the tides, sometimes constant and steady then barely a shot. It was impossible to know how far away the fighting was. Sound was an odd thing in the jungle. It seemed to sometimes absorb and other times pipe it through like a gramophone.

      They didn’t try to stay quiet. The ground was slick, and each passing GI made it worse. By the time a halt was called, O’Connor was covered in a thick layer of mud from his boots to his crotch. The line of GIs stopped and weapons pointed into the dark gloom.

      The sounds of fighting was definitely closer now. The word passed back that Lt. Hopkins was sending out the Filipinos and a couple GIs to link up with the platoon. O’Connor didn’t envy them. Hooking up with a force in contact with the enemy at night was a great way to get shot by friendly fire.

      Thirty minutes passed and O’Connor had to adjust his position. He was slowly sinking into the muck. He thought he might need to be hauled out with a winch.

      Finally, there was movement in the line. He got to his feet and felt the blood rush back into his limbs. He had to use every ounce of strength to break free. The mud finally relented with a squelching sound. There was cursing up and down the line as each GI had to pull himself from the sticky goo, but finally they were moving again.

      The battered platoon was happy to see them. O’Connor realized it was the 2nd platoon, his old unit. It was easy to stay anonymous in the darkness. He took up position with his new squad. They were the southernmost unit, protecting the rear and the heavy mortar crews.

      Sergeant Flanders spoke to Corporal Bucholz. “No sense setting up the mortars before seeing what’s above us.” O’Connor thought it was pretty obvious the jungle canopy would negate the usefulness of the mortars but he hadn’t brought it up. He wasn’t in a command position anymore, just another rifleman. He’d helped dig the area out where the mortars would go, but knew his effort was being wasted.

      Now he laid on the wet ground, facing south. It was the dead of night and he couldn’t see more than a few feet. He wanted to search out Platoon Sergeant Carver, but figured it was an excellent way to get killed. He’d find him once it got light if he was still alive.

      He remembered how they parted; dragged kicking and screaming after exchanging fisticuffs. The time away and the long two week running fight, made the incident seem like an age ago. He’d been enraged, but he realized he wasn’t really upset with his old friend. He was mad at the situation. He was mad at the world for taking his woman out of his life forever, while Carver’s was still safe and sound in the rear, wiping wounded soldier’s noses. He’d reacted badly, he knew that and he figured Carver understood. As he felt himself sinking slowly into the mud again, he decided he’d apologize.

      A soldier slid in beside him and squinted through the night. “Who’s that?”

      O’Connor recognized Corporal Bucholz. He sneered, “It’s O’Connor.”

      Bucholz reared back like he’d smelled something rotten. “Anything to report?”

      O’Connor murmured, “Nope.”

      “I just spoke with Sergeant Flanders. Lieutenant Hopkins thinks they’ll hit us again tonight. The platoon from the 164th got beat up pretty bad. Even lost a guy to a flash flood. They held though, but the Japs probably don’t know they’ve been reinforced, so Hopkins thinks they’ll make a final push.” He scowled at O’Connor even though he knew he couldn’t see him in the dark. “You’ll be nice and safe back here.”

      O’Connor wanted to reach out and strangle him. He leaned in close and whispered. “You know Bucholz, I could snap your neck right now, haul you out to the jungle and everyone would think you were killed by Japs.” Bucholz pulled away like he’d spit poison. He spluttered and tried to speak, but O’Connor gripped his arm and squeezed. Bucholz tried to pull away from the vice-like grip but couldn’t. O’Connor hissed. “Leave me the fuck alone, Corporal.”

      Bucholz searched to see if anyone was close enough to have heard the insubordinate words, but O’Connor was too smart for that. Bucholz blanched. He’d seen O’Connor fighting for his life all week and despite his dislike, respected his soldiering skills. He cursed under his breath. O’Connor relaxed his grip and Bucholz pulled his arm free. He slinked off into the night. O’Connor watched him go and decided he’d have to keep an eye on him. Don’t want a bullet in the back.
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        * * *

      

      O’Connor fought to stay awake. His eyes were heavy. He bit his lip, drawing blood. The sharp pain focused his senses and kept him awake. He hadn’t heard or seen anything out of the ordinary. The mortar crews would shift positions occasionally, keeping the circulation moving, but other than that, it was deathly quiet. The creek babbled soothingly somewhere in the dark and he wondered if it was the same creek that had killed the GI he’d heard about. Yet another way for the jungle to kill a man.

      He looked at his watch. He could barely make out the luminescent dials, but he thought it said 0430. It would be getting light in another hour or so. He welcomed the dawn, he didn’t like not knowing his surroundings.

      He shifted his position and felt blood return to his legs. He moved his foot back and forth and the pins and needles coursed up and down his leg. He reached for his back-pack, propped a few feet away. He remembered a candy bar stuffed into the side pocket. He’d just pulled it free and was about to peel open the paper when there was sudden gunfire to the north. He startled and dropped the candy bar in the mud. He cursed and picked it up and shoved it into his pants pocket.

      He looked behind him and saw the flashes of rifles and machine guns through the jungle. The shooting was sporadic at first but intensified. The .30 caliber Brownings opened up and he wondered if they were his units or Carver’s.

      He pushed himself to his knees and brought his M1 to a ready position. He saw the face of the nearest soldier light up with a muzzle flash. It was Private Duncan. He was turning toward the shooting. O’Connor called to him. “Keep watching the rear. You’ll know if the Japs break through.” O’Connor couldn’t see him but heard him shift back to guarding the rear.

      There was yelling and firing and the occasional detonation of what he thought must be grenades. Japs are close enough for grenades. He heard the mortar crew next to him start to assemble their pieces. He heard them thunk in the heavy base plate and attach the tube. He looked above and noticed the dawn was lightening the sky. He could see heavy branches above. No way they can fire through that. He turned his attention back to the rear. They’ll figure it out. I’m just a rifleman. He could hear Bucholz yelling something, and realized he was urging the mortar crews to set up. The sergeant in charge yelled back and shut him up. O’Connor let out a long sigh and concentrated on the jungle.

      The fire fight lasted seven minutes, but it seemed longer. Without looking behind, O’Connor thought it sounded like the Japs had bitten off more than they could chew. The firing of the bolt action Arisakas and their yells when they charged, stopped. He thought they must be killed or retreating. The dawn was coming. It would be light enough to see in another ten minutes. He wondered if they’d pursue the Japs and finish them off.

      His train of thought was abruptly cut off when he saw movement coming through the jungle. He froze and focused. Did I see that, or was it my imagination? He saw it again. He brought his M1 to his shoulder.

      Private Duncan saw him and whispered. “What? What’s going on?”

      O’Connor’s stare and his steady aim, was all the answer Duncan needed. He pulled his M1 to his shoulder and sighted down the barrel. He still didn’t see anything, but he’d learned to trust O’Connor’s instincts.

      O’Connor tracked the soldier sneaking through the jungle. He was covered in uprooted bushes and branches and blended well with his surroundings, but once O’Connor spotted him, he couldn’t hide. O’Connor’s heart rate increased and he licked his dry lips. The soldier was only twenty yards away, moving from cover to cover with skill. From the corner of his eye, O’Connor saw more movement, more soldiers. He kept his sights on the lead man. He’d let him get a few yards closer. He hoped the rest of his squad was on their toes, or it would be a quick, one-sided fight.

      The Japanese soldier veered his way. He was fifteen yards away and coming straight for him. Through the dimly lit misty jungle, he looked like a bush that had come alive.

      O’Connor put pressure on the trigger. The rifle bucked in his hand. He fired three rounds and saw the soldier’s chest turn red and he dropped out of sight. He quickly shifted to the next man. He’d stopped at the sudden shot. It was the last mistake he made. O’Connor shot him in the belly and he went down screaming.

      There was yelling from the line of Japanese and suddenly they were up and charging. O’Connor tracked the nearest soldier and sent a volley at him. He went down. O’Connor felt a bullet smack the ground beside him. He rolled to his right and came onto his elbows and found another target. The soldier was screaming and running headlong through the jungle. O’Connor fired the rest of his magazine into him and he finally came to rest only feet in front of him.

      O’Connor rolled to his back and reached into his ammo pouch for another mag. He heard rippling fire coming from his squad. If they could hold off the first wave, it would be enough time for the rest of the platoon to shift positions and support them. If they didn’t, they’d roll right over them and the heavy weapons units.

      The Browning .30 caliber off to the right opened up and ripped a swath of death through the jungle. O’Connor reloaded and got onto one knee with his left foot forward. There were targets everywhere. He braced the carbine on his shoulder and fired three rounds into each charging soldier. They were yelling and weaving and firing, throwing off his aim, but he hit more than he missed.

      He saw a group of three sprinting up the middle, straight at the mortar crew. He yelled a warning, but his voice was drowned out by the firing. He was sighting on the group, but they were getting too close to the line and he worried about hitting GIs. He pulled off and fired on another target behind the three men. His target dropped. He thought the mortar crew would be overrun, but at the last instant one of them rose up with his Thompson at his waist and hosed the three Japanese down. They toppled like bowling pins when the heavy slugs hit them.

      More shapes to his immediate front caught his attention and he swung his rifle back.  They were close, too close. He shot the nearest soldier and saw his surprised eyes as three rounds lanced through his chest and shoulder. He spun and dropped, clutching at his spurting chest. O’Connor leaped sideways just as the second man came bursting through the final cover. As he darted past him, O’Connor put the barrel on his neck and fired. Blood sprayed and the soldier went flat, like he’d been pinned by a giant’s hand. The third soldier was behind him. O’Connor knew he was in trouble. He dropped to the ground as the soldier fired and the bullet grazed his helmet, ripping it off his head.

      The searing pain startled him, but he had no time to dwell on it. The Japanese soldier was chambering another round. From a sitting position O’Connor brought his carbine up and fired from the hip. He pulled the trigger as fast as he could and the bullets walked up the soldier’s body.

      O’Connor got to his feet. He saw dim shapes all around him, grappling and fighting hand to hand. Private Duncan was swinging his M1 Garand like a baseball bat. O’Connor saw him connect with the side of a Japanese soldier’s head. He crumpled like a rag doll, his teeth little white specks spinning in the low light. There were two more.

      O’Connor yelled and lunged to help the private, but another screaming soldier slammed into him and took him to the ground. The Japanese landed on him and he felt the wind get knocked from his lungs. He gasped for air as the Japanese rolled off him and sprang to his feet like a gymnast. O’Connor was on his back. He watched as the Japanese soldier brought his rifle up and the barrel centered on his chest. This is it! He waited for the bullet, but suddenly the soldier’s head exploded in gore and O’Connor felt bits of his skull and brain smattering his face. The body dropped sideways, staying stiff as it fell. In its place a GI stepped forward and reached his hand out for him. He recognized the gruff voice. “You hit?”

      He tried to speak, but he still couldn’t catch his breath. He gasped, “C - C - Carver?”

      Platoon Sergeant Carver grinned, but suddenly pulled his Thompson to his shoulder and fired off a quick burst. O’Connor could clearly see his old friend’s face light up in the muzzle flash. His teeth were gritted and he looked like a devil, but it was the happiest sight O’Connor could remember seeing. Carver dropped his smoking barrel and looked down at him again. “Get your sorry ass into the fight, Corporal!”

      O’Connor felt the breath return to his lungs and he pushed his aching body off the ground. His carbine laid in the mud beside him and he reached down and swapped out magazines. “I’m with you, Sergeant.” He stepped beside Carver and brought his M1 to his shoulder. There were even more targets but they weren’t as close. Must be the second wave. He dropped to a knee and fired methodically into the charging mass. More fire poured into the Japanese as more GIs moved to the rear, filling the gap. The .30 caliber to the right was still hammering away and he noticed it was having deadly affect. He yelled. “We need an MG over here.”

      Carver dropped beside him and between bursts said, “They’re setting up now. Give ‘em covering fire.” More GIs sank beside them and added their rifles to the fight. The Japanese stopped charging and found cover. The volume of incoming fire increased and O’Connor and Carver dove to a downed palm tree. Carver held his helmet as bullets smacked into the tree and whizzed just inches over their heads. He touched his own head and pointed at O’Connor. “You’re hit.”

      O’Connor touched his head and looked at his hand. It was sticky with blood. He remembered getting hit only minutes before, but it seemed like he was remembering it in a fog, like it happened years ago, to somebody else. He shook his head. “I’m fine.”

      Carver reached over and touched the wound. With his thick, gnarled fingers, he peeled the slit back and shook his head. “Looks deep.”

      O’Connor pulled away from the sudden pain. It cleared his head. “Dammit! That hurts!”

      Carver just grinned. “Got any pineapples?” O’Connor felt his belt for a grenade but came up empty. He shook his head. Carver said, “I’ve got one.” He yelled to the other soldiers cowering behind cover, trying to make themselves a part of the rotting jungle floor. “When the shooting stops they’re gonna come at us hard. Get grenades ready.”

      He heard Lieutenant Swan yelling orders. “Get that MG up and running. They’re coming!”

      O’Connor felt like he was home again. He suddenly remembered Private Duncan. The last he saw he was taking on two Japs by himself. He looked to the spot. All he could see were twisted bodies.

      The firing tapered and there was a shrill whistle from the jungle. “Here they come!” yelled Swan. O’Connor looked his way and saw the lieutenant helping the MG crew set up. He was opened a can of ammunition and handed it to the loader. Geysers of dirt fountained beside him with near misses. He wanted to yell for him to get down but knew he wouldn’t hear him and probably wouldn’t listen if he did. A feeling of affection washed over him as he watched Swan. He’s turned into a leader.

      Beside him, Carver pushed himself onto his knees and reared back to throw the grenade. He yelled, “Grenade,” as it left his hand. Other GIs rose up and tossed their own grenades. Carver dropped back down. He yelled, “There’s a shit ton of ‘em coming.” Seconds later the grenades went off and as one, the GIs got to firing positions and opened up.

      The MG on the right sent out lethal bursts as they found the range, mowing down soldiers as they sprinted. They were everywhere. When one was cut down another two took their place. The sound was deafening as the two platoons tore into the onslaught.

      They were all veterans and despite the overwhelming force charging them, they didn’t panic, but took careful aim, making each shot count. Despite the accurate fire, the Japanese were making progress. Carver’s pin slammed on an empty chamber and he dropped down, yelling, “Reloading!”

      Beside him O’Connor fired over and over. His barrel was red hot. “There’s too many of ‘em.” He looked over at Lt. Swan. He was screaming into the radio, calling in close artillery support no doubt.

      He slammed the radio handset down and O’Connor heard him yell. “I can’t get through!”

      O’Connor gulped. They were on their own. He fired until his magazine emptied. Carver was up and firing as O’Connor reloaded. The Machine gun finally opened up, adding to the carnage. The gunner was holding the trigger down and swinging the barrel side to side.

      Swan punched his shoulder and yelled, “Short bursts! You’ll burn the barrel up!” He had to scream into the gunner’s ear, but he finally nodded and took more careful aim and reduced his rate of fire to five to ten-round bursts.

      The intensity of fire stalled as more and more GIs were forced to reload. The Machine gun on the right flank was cutting down Japanese soldiers at a steady pace, stalling the following soldier’s advance. They stumbled and fell on their own dead and dying.

      The Machine gun to the left suddenly stopped firing and O’Connor heard the loader scream. “We’ve got a jam!”

      Lieutenant Swan yelled, “Get it fixed!” He rose up and fired his Thompson into three Japanese that suddenly burst from the close jungle.

      O’Connor dropped a soldier only feet away. He poked Carver and yelled. “I’m moving to Swan, he needs help.”

      Carver didn’t stop firing but grunted back. “Go!” he fired a three-round burst into the chest of an advancing soldier.

      O’Connor rolled to his left staying behind cover. When he got to the end of the downed palm, he got to his feet and sprinted the last few yards. He felt the heat from near misses and dove to the ground. He slid into the side of Lt. Swan. Swan startled and started to swing his Thompson but saw who it was. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      He rose up and fired and answered between shots. “Looks like you could use some help.” The thick jungle was close here, but he could see shapes dashing toward them. He took careful aim and fired. When he was out, he dropped down and fished in his ammo pouch. “Only got two more mags.” He glanced at the machine gun crew. The gunner had a metal rod jammed into the breach, trying to pry out the bent round. “Hurry up with that gun!”

      Lieutenant Swan suddenly rose to his feet and screamed like a banshee. O’Connor saw his gritted teeth and the fire from his muzzle lit up his face, giving him a hellish look. O’Connor finished loading and rose up too. He was met with a Japanese soldier hurling himself at him. O’Connor had just enough time to move to the side and the soldier flew past. O’Connor followed him with his barrel and fired into his back. The first shot hit high on his shoulder, the second shot blew out his spine.

      Swan fired from the hip and caught the nearest soldier in the gut, but not before he fired his submachine gun. Three bullets slammed into Swan’s side and he spun backwards.

      O’Connor saw him go down and yelled, “No!” He jumped out of cover and fired at the soldier who’d shot, then spun and fired into the seemingly endless mass of Japanese. He felt a bullet slice past his ear. The quick pain and the sight of Swan going down enraged him. He ran toward the enemy and fired until he was out of ammo. He didn’t have time to reload.

      A short, skinny soldier was running at him with death in his eyes. O’Connor lunged his barrel into his gut as hard as he could. The sickening pressure release as the barrel forced its way into the soldier’s body made O’Connor drop the M1. The Japanese screamed and looked at him as if he’d cheated. O’Connor whipped out his K-bar knife and slashed down on the soldier’s face. He cut his cheek to the bone and the Japanese fell to the ground clutching the wound.

      O’Connor stepped over him and slashed at the next soldier who was running past, charging the MG nest. O’Connor’s knife sliced into his shoulder as he passed and he howled but kept his forward momentum. Another Japanese was directly in front of him. He was bringing his rifle up to shoot O’Connor in the chest. O’Connor sprang and got inside the rifle’s arc. He slammed the K-bar into the soldier’s gut and twisted it back out. With his free hand he punched the soldier in the face and bits of tooth and gristle flew from his mouth. O’Connor felt his hand break, but there was no pain. He was in a fury.

      Another soldier ran past him and he lunged but missed. O’Connor went down on his stomach and landed on the bloody back of a dead soldier. He rolled to his back in time to see a Japanese soldier lunging his bayonet toward him. There was no time to react. The blade came at him and he wondered what the cold metal would feel like. At the last instant there was a roar of fire and the Japanese soldier was simply no longer there. The only thing left was his rifle sticking out of O’Connor’s side, pinning him to the dead soldier beneath him.

      The pain lanced through his body and seemed to freeze his blood. He became light headed and tried to stay conscious, but the pain was wafting through him in waves and he struggled to keep the world in focus. He looked at the wound. The bayonet was stuck to the hilt. He thought it looked like some grotesque limb he’d suddenly grown. The world felt cold and his vision closed around him.
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      Platoon Sergeant Carver sat beside Corporal O’Connor’s bedside like he’d done everyday for the past two weeks. O’Connor’s condition had improved, but there were a few days early on when the doctors weren’t sure if he’d survive. The bayonet had nicked his kidney and he’d almost bled to death. He’d been rushed back to Sibulan and stabilized. After a long surgery to stem the bleeding and repair the artery, he’d been shipped back to Cebu City which now had a more permanent field hospital.

      Carver had sat with him as he suffered through infection and fever. He’d listened to his mumblings and rantings as he seemed to relive the entire war. His body burned with infection, but now seemed to be stabilizing. The doctors thought he should be waking up soon and Carver wanted to be the first person he saw.

      It was 1 AM when Carver was jolted from an uneasy sleep by the words, “Where am I?”

      Carver leaned forward and could see O’Connor’s shining eyes in the darkness. The puckered slash along his scalp from the near miss was still visible.  They’d shaved his head so they could stitch the wound shut, and the bald spot shone. He reached out and touched O’Connor’s hand. O’Connor pulled back like he’d been hit with an electric shock. “Easy does it. It’s me, Carver. You’re safe in a hospital. Take it easy.”

      O’Connor went up on an elbow and winced at the pain. Carver pushed him back down. “Let me get the light.” He reached back and flicked on the desk lamp. The soft glow made O’Connor blink and hold up his hand. “You’ve been out awhile.”

      O’Connor kept his eyes shut. “How long?”

      “We pulled you out of the jungle two weeks ago. You’ve had surgery and had to fight a nasty infection, but the docs seem to think you’re gonna make it.”

      O’Connor opened his eyes and stared at Carver. “Did. Did Swan make it? I remember him getting hit.”

      Carver dropped his gaze to the floor and shook his head. “There was nothing we could do. You broke the back of the attack with your crazy charge. The Japs fought like they always do, but you turned the tide. By the time we beat them back, Swan was already dead.”

      O’Connor shut his eyes hard. The line of his mouth a white slit. He muttered, “Dammit.”

      “The men took it hard. He was a fine officer. He fought the Japs off long enough to get the MG up and running again. That, along with your heroics made the difference.”

      O’Connor shook his head. “Heroics?” he rubbed his eyes remembering the confused look of the young Japanese soldier he’d thrust his rifle into. “It wasn’t heroic.”

      Carver nodded. “I know. I know what it was. It was war.” He looked at O’Connor. “I’m so sick of this fucking war,” he growled.

      O’Connor looked at his Platoon Sergeant and friend. “How’s Lilly?”

      The name seemed to snap Carver from his revelry. His eyes lit up at her name, but he shook his head and quickly stifled the feeling. “She’s fine as far as I know. Haven’t heard from her in a while. The mail hasn’t been coming on a regular basis. Something to do with supply.”

      O’Connor winced as a shot of pain rode through his body. “If she’s half as lovestruck as you are, I’m sure she’s still interested.”

      “Carver looked across the room and out the window to the green jungle. “Sometimes I think I should tell her to find someone else. Someone who’s not liable to die in the next few months.”

      “That’s bullshit. You both knew what you were getting into.” Carver nodded and O’Connor adjusted his pillow. “Where they sending us next you think?”

      Carver shook his head. “The Japs are finished in the Philippines. We’re staying here on Cebu for the foreseeable future.” O’Connor raised his eyebrow waiting for the other shoe to drop. Carver smiled. “Can’t fool you.” He looked O’Connor in the eye. “The 164th is slated to be the first wave on the shores of Japan. We’re invading the home island.”

      O’Connor nodded his head. “I should be healed up just in time for that show.” He looked across the room. There were GIs wrapped in white gauze, some with legs and arms suspended, healing broken bones. “That’ll make everything we’ve done up to this point look like a damned picnic,” he whispered. Carver nodded and O’Connor’s gaze softened. “I’ll do everything I can to be ready.”
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        * * *

      

      A month later, O’Connor still felt sore, but he’d been out of the hospital for a week and was back on his feet. The doctor told him to take it easy, but O’Connor needed to get off his back. He needed to start getting strong. He had to be ready for the final invasion. He had to be ready to die beside the soldier’s who’d been a part of his life for the past three years. He’d started with short walks around the base, then longer walks, then finally, jogs.  He never ventured outside the compound. He didn’t know why at first, but realized he was afraid of seeing things that would bring back memories of Celine.

      A part of him desperately wanted to go find her grave, but that would mean finding the Filipinos who’d fought with her. He didn’t want to reopen a wound which had so recently been scabbed over. He didn’t want to relive losing her, so he stayed in the compound and slowly worked himself back to fighting shape.

      He was sitting on the bunk when the doctor came in and sat beside him. O’Connor didn’t much like doctors, but this one had saved his life so he cut him a break. “It’s time for you to rejoin your unit, soldier.” O’Connor nodded, and the doctor continued. “You’ve recovered remarkably well. Your tenacity to get better is a tribute to yourself and the Army.”

      O’Connor stood and saluted the Captain. The doctor saluted him back, then extended his hand. O’Connor took it and they shook. “In this job, I’ve put a lot of soldiers back together then sent them right back out to die. I wish I could send you home, but this coming push is too vital. They need every man.”

      O’Connor shook his head slightly. “I wouldn’t allow it, sir.” He grinned. “Even if you ordered it, I would’ve disobeyed and rejoined my unit.” The doctor dropped his hand and gave him a questioning look. “I’m supposed to die over here. I’ve no doubt of that now. We’re invading Japan. Every Jap kid, old man, woman and girl will have it in for us. You heard about the suicides on Iwo and Okinawa?” The Captain looked at his boots and nodded. “Killing themselves rather than being captured? They’re out of their minds. Japan will be a blood bath. We’re supposed to be the first wave. Hell, we probably won’t make it off the beach.”

      The Captain stiffened. “That’s not a great attitude, soldier.”

      O’Connor shrugged. “I’ll fight. I always do, just not expecting to come out the other side in one piece.”
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        * * *

      

      The news traveled through the compound like a wild-fire in the Santa Anna Winds. The war in Europe was over. The news caught up to Platoon Sergeant Carver while he was watching new recruits forming up for a morning session of physical training.

      Raw recruits had been flowing onto Cebu for a month now, shoring up the GI losses from enemy fire, jungle disease and rot. The battle for Okinawa was still raging. The Japanese continued to fight for every inch of ground, despite being outnumbered, outgunned, and malnourished. Despite their tenacity, there was little doubt of the outcome.

      He heard the news from an ecstatic new sergeant, named Hutchinson. “Did you hear the news, Platoon Sergeant? The war’s over. May 7th’s gonna be a day to remember.”

      For an instant Carver saw a glimmer of hope poke through his death shroud. “What’re you talking about, Sergeant?”

      “The Germans surrendered. The war in Europe’s over. Hitler’s dead.”

      The light extinguished. “The Japs didn’t surrender.”

      Hutchinson’s smile faded. “Well, no. But they’ll have to now. I mean it’s them against the world. They can’t win.”

      Carver turned his back on the sergeant. “You’ve got a lot to learn about the Japs, Sergeant.” He tried to protest, but Carver cut him off. “Get your squad on their feet.” He pointed to the distant hill to the north. “You’ve got one hour to get your men to the top of that hill and back. You’ll have to double time to make it.”

      The sergeant’s color drained. “But shouldn’t we celebrate our victory? Don’t the men deserve a party or something?”

      Carver clenched his jaw and looked at his watch. “Time’s-a-wasting.”
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        * * *

      

      The men of the Americal Division were training hard for the invasion. Cebu Island became a bustling hive of activity. GIs from other divisions were spread throughout the island. Tent cities were springing up, seemingly overnight.

      The 164th Regiment was up to full strength and Carver was happy to have Sergeant O’Connor back. O’Connor’s heroics on southeastern Negros had caught the attention of a general in the 40th Division. He’d inquired and found out about his recent transfer and demotion. He was appalled to find that a soldier who’d earned the Silver Star Medal on Guadalcanal would be treated so poorly. He immediately re-instated him to Sergeant and transferred him back to his long-time unit. A letter of reprimand was put into Captain Flannigan’s file, forever nullifying his hope for higher rank.

      With the war in Europe over, the focus was to defeat Japan. The attention of the entire world was focused on the Pacific Theater in a way never seen before. Suddenly they could have anything they wanted whenever they wanted it. They had new weapons, new uniforms, new boots, whatever they asked for, they got.

      For the veterans, all the hubbub didn’t mean much. They’d still have to assault the beaches and fight tooth and nail for every inch of Japanese soil. So, they trained hard.

      O’Connor’s wound ached most days, particularly during the mock assaults when he low crawled up the beach under mock enemy fire. The pain and the training helped to focus his mind, and for a while he didn’t think about Major Celine Cruz. He still hadn’t ventured from the American compound. He wanted to visit Celine’s family or at the very least, visit her final resting place, but he couldn’t find the courage to face it.

      On August 6th, 1945 the first atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima Japan. Three days later, a second was dropped on Nagasaki. Both cities were wiped off the map along with hundreds of thousands of Japanese citizens.

      For the men of the 164th, news filtered down that something big had happened, but there were no specifics and the training continued.

      On August 15th, 1945 the 164th Regiment was formed up looking sharp in the morning heat. Platoon Sergeant Carver stood at attention along with the rest of the men. Captain Stark, alongside Colonel Mathieson called the men to attention and they snapped into tight formation with straight backs and rifles.

      Colonel Mathieson stepped forward and bellowed. “Men. I have the honor to deliver to you the greatest news any commander of fighting men can deliver. Today, the Japanese have finally seen the light and have agreed to surrender.” He stood staring at the men, who stared back. The only sound was the light breeze shifting the American flag hanging limp on the flagpole. The moment passed and the men stole glances sideways at each other. The colonel raised his voice. “The war’s over!”

      Like an inadequate levy holding back rising rain water, the first break was small, a low murmuring, then the floodwaters took over and the men, like the water were dancing and screaming. Sergeant Carver couldn’t seem to process the information. He stood stock still. A passing private whose grin was ear to ear slapped him on the shoulder. The jolt, shook him from his revelry. His mind kept repeating the phrase he’d just heard, the war’s over, the war’s over.

      He looked to Sergeant O’Connor who was staring at him from across the yard. Between them, men danced and backslapped. O’Connor smiled, his sideways hick smile and waded through the men, accepting handshakes and backslaps. He finally arrived beside Carver. O’Connor extended his hand and Carver stared at it for a moment then reached out and shook. No words came, but the look they shared was full of the hellish journey they’d traveled together from the very beginning.

      Carver’s eyes went dark and without having to tell his old friend what he was thinking, O’Connor knew. “Did you send the letter?” Carver gave an imperceptible nod. The pain in his eyes was obvious. “Send her another one.”

      Carver shook his head. “Can’t believe the war’s over. It’s like a dream.” He released O’Connor’s hand and strode through the celebrating GIs. He found Colonel Mathieson and strode up to him. He was with a cluster of officers and they were laughing and back-slapping too. Carver noticed O’Connor following behind. Carver snapped to attention and saluted.

      Colonel Mathieson finally noticed him and returned a half-hearted salute. “Congratulations, Platoon Sergeant. You made it!”

      “So, it’s true? The Japs really surrendered?”

      Mathieson grinned and nodded. “Nothing’s been signed yet, they’re still working that stuff out, but they’ve issued a cease fire order to their commanders. Of course, it could be days before some get the word, but it’s really happening. I expect they’ll make it official in the next couple of weeks.”

      Carver nodded and turned back to O’Connor. “I’ll be damned.”
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      A week later, Carver sat on a wooden ammunition crate under the shade of a palm tree. Beside him was a stack of letters. He closed his eyes thinking of Lilly. He thought of her big hands holding the pencil that wrote the words, wishing he could feel their warmth. He thought of the hammock in the jungle they’d shared on those hot steamy nights as they explored each other’s bodies. The passion and joy he’d felt seemed out of reach now.

      The mail finally got through and he had a stack from her. He cherished each letter. He’d written her back and told her he’d understand if she wanted to find someone not living in a combat zone. He hadn’t heard from her since. It had only been a couple of weeks and he knew the mail delivery system was spotty at best, but he couldn’t help worrying that maybe she’d taken it to heart.

      With the war over he should be the happiest man in the world. He should be celebrating like the others, getting drunk every night and dancing into the wee hours of the morning, but he couldn’t shake the worry. The past four years had been filled with horror and loss. It was finally over and he felt worse than ever. His heart ached. He realized he needed Lilly like he needed oxygen.

      The buzz of another C-47 transport plane made him look to the horizon. The transport traffic had slowed since the Japanese surrender, but there were still three or four flights a day bringing food and other necessities. Some carried passengers. He watched the dull green plane grow as it neared. He saw the undercarriage open and watched the wheels lock into place.

      He thought about leaving his spot. He might get corralled into helping offload it if some asshole officer saw him loafing. He leaned back and decided to stay and watch it land. There were a few airfield personnel scattered about. They’d ignored the sullen Platoon Sergeant who always seemed to show up and sit under the palms at the side of the airstrip.

      Carver watched the transport make a perfect, three-point landing. A puff of dust on the wheels and it was rolling toward the taxiway. It pivoted and taxied almost directly at him, then turned broadside. He thought he better leave, it looked like they’d offload the cargo to his spot. He held the stack of letters. He stood and carefully stuffed them into his pants pocket. He stretched his legs and wondered where he should go for the rest of the day. It was hot, perhaps a swim in the bay.

      The C-47’s engines shut down and the big props came to reluctant stops. The sounds of the wind through the palms returned. The side door opened and he saw silhouettes moving against the darkness. Personnel. The ladder extended and he watched as the first person, a man dressed in new green Army fatigues, walked on stiff legs to the second step then turned and extended a hand as if to help another passenger. A woman, he thought.

      He watched as the figure stepped from the darkness and took the man’s hand. She had to duck, but once she was on the first step she squinted, shielded her eyes and looked around.

      Carver knew her instantly and he couldn’t believe his eyes. Lilly! She wore a long Army issue skirt and had a lieutenant’s hat sitting askew on her full head of lustrous brown hair. Without knowing what he was doing, he moved toward her, spellbound. He never took his eyes off her.

      She didn’t see him but finished walking down the steps with her hand in the other officer’s. When she was on the ground she pulled her hand and the officer reluctantly released her.

      When Carver was halfway to her, he panicked, what am I doing? He stopped but couldn’t make himself look away. She was so beautiful, shimmering in the midday sun like an angel. She finally saw him standing there gawking and for an instant they both froze not knowing what to do. She put her hand to her mouth and ran to him. He was frozen in place. She extended her arms and threw herself into his arms. “Doug, oh Doug, it’s really you.”

      He wrapped her up and lifted her off the ground. It felt like a dream he never wanted to wake from. “Lilly, oh Lilly. My God it’s really you.” He swung her around and she gripped him like her life depended on it.

      He finally put her down and she pushed back and gripped his face between her hands. Streaks of tears moistened her cheeks and he wiped them away. He smelled her scent, her sweet smell and it intoxicated him. He suddenly remembered protocol and looked around for the other officer. He was walking away quickly. “Might’ve got you in trouble.”

      She flung her head back and her hat fell into the dirt. Her thick auburn hair cascaded over her shoulders. She smiled up at him. “I don’t care about any of that. I love you Doug Carver!”

      The words righted all the wrongs. The war, the killing, the loss, all vanished and was replaced with his soul overflowing with love for the woman in his arms. “I love you too, Lilly James.”
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        * * *

      

      Sam Santos sat alone in the early morning darkness of his inherited home. The ramshackle hut he’d grown up in always seemed bright and full of life, but now he saw it for what it was, dank and lonely. The normal smells of food percolating on the wood fired oven mixed with the scent of flowers which he could never find, was missing. He stared into the soft glow of the yellow flames and wondered where his sister was. He looked to the only room off the main living area. It was a dark cavern. He expected to see his sister’s bright smile at any instant as she emerged with disheveled hair crossing her face and getting caught in her mouth. He sighed and felt his loneliness deepen.

      There was a soft knock at the door. He realized he’d been hearing it for quite some time. He shook himself from his thoughts of better days and went to the door. He opened it slowly and saw a boy standing patiently. “Hello, Anthony.”

      Anthony smiled. He’d been a resistance fighter during the occupation. He’d fought alongside Sam despite his young age. Sam flashed on memories of Anthony firing his M1 rifle which seemed far too big and heavy for his frail frame. He’d been terrified to fight, but like many others, rose to the call when he was needed.

      Seeing him now in his doorway, Sam realized how impossibly young he was. Sam was a teenager, but Anthony should still be playing in the dirt with wooden soldiers, not toting a rifle and playing for real. “It’s time to go, Mr. Santos.” His voice was that of a child.

      Sam nodded. “I’m ready. Lead the way.”

      They walked through the streets. The morning light was brightening the town, promising another hot and humid day. As they neared the town’s center more and more Filipinos joined them, until soon there was a parade of citizens. The feeling was somber as they trudged to the heart of the city. Sam greeted those he knew with nods and brief hellos. No one came too close, leaving him space as if he were somehow contagious. It’ll soon be over.

      The town’s center had been cleaned up months before. The wide open space was now mostly filled with a large, new structure. Sam hadn’t seen it yet. He stopped and looked up at the towering scaffolding. It was stoutly made with gleaming wood planks. He wondered how long it would stand. What would they use the wood for once it had served its purpose. Will the wood be haunted?

      He moved through the crowd, people parting and looking down as he passed. He stood at the front, looking up at the structure. Do I want to see this? No! But I must. He scanned the crowd and saw Felipe staring back at him. He was standing at the base of the structure. Sam hadn’t seen him since they’d come out of the jungle. Felipe hadn’t spoken a word to him. Sam understood that he was disappointed in him, but now his gaze looked more sinister, as if he was staring at the enemy. Sam looked away.

      The crowd got quiet when the Mayor of the city, Domingo Constantine walked up the stairs and stood on the platform and gazed out over them. He raised his hands as if to quell the applause that wasn’t there. “Citizens of Cebu City. Today we bring to justice those found guilty of treason. These men have caused pain and suffering to their fellow Filipinos that is even more cruel than the Japanese occupiers themselves, because they were our friends and neighbors. Our brothers, fathers, cousins, uncles and grandparents. They chose to help the occupiers instead of standing with their own. When the darkness descended on our island, they chose to abandon us. They should not be pitied but hated. They deserve death.”

      Silence. If his speech was intended to rile the crowd, it had the opposite effect.   There was a murmur and a rustle as the crowd parted off to the right, forming a corridor. Sam saw his brother, Berto leading the ragtag group. Their hands were tied behind their backs and they shuffled, dragging chains that gouged into their ankles. They got halfway through the line of citizens before the first obscenity was heard, followed by another and another, then someone lashed out with a thin strip of bamboo and whacked the side of Berto’s arm. Berto flinched as bright blood seeped from the gash, but he kept his head down, shuffling faster. Soon there were rocks and rotten food flying. They were spit on and punched. When they finally made it to the base of the scaffolding they were covered in blood and dirt.

      Sam marveled at the change in his brother. He’d been proud, the first to fight when he felt wronged, but now he stared at his feet, not able to lift a finger in his own defense. Sam imagined the prisoners hadn’t been treated well since their capture.

      Felipe marched the first five in the group, up the steps. Berto was first in line. He stopped at the far end of the scaffolding and stood beneath the rope that hung just above his head. Sam watched him intently, not knowing if he wanted him to look up or not. He felt conflicted. Part of him wanted to beat him until he was dead, the other wanted to forgive him and be a family again. The shivering, bleeding person about to be hung was all the family he had left.

      Berto didn’t look up until Felipe’s assistant reached up and pulled the slack from the rope and wrapped the noose around his neck. His eyes scanned the crowd. Sam was frozen in place as he watched his brother searching the crowd. His eyes finally found Sam. Sam stared back.

      The last time he saw him was in the jungle. Sam had a pistol then but chose not to kill his only brother. Now, months later, Berto looked emaciated and weak, but his eyes still burned. Sam straightened his back and forced himself not to look away. It was as if the crowd disappeared and only Sam and Berto were there, staring. Sam didn’t know how long it lasted, it seemed like a life-time.

      Finally, Berto looked away, back down to his feet. The mayor was on the pedestal talking about treachery and justice, but Sam didn’t hear him. He was still staring at his brother. A part of him wanted to run up the ramp and free him, but he knew that was impossible. His brother was doomed to die by hanging and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

      The mayor finally stopped speaking and the crowd went silent. When Felipe’s assistant offered Berto the cover for his head, Berto shook his head. He brought his eyes up again and found Sam still staring. Berto’s eyes softened. He seemed to plead forgiveness.

      Sam grit his teeth. Does he deserve forgiveness? He killed Lola and doomed Yelina to a fate worse than death. But he was still his brother. Just before Felipe pulled the lever which opened the floor and sent Berto to his death, Sam softened his gaze and gave a slight nod. As Berto dropped, seemingly in slow motion, his eyes conveyed sorrow. Sam closed his eyes when the rope went tight and snapped Berto’s neck. He quickly turned and left, not wanting to see his brother swinging, convulsing and shitting.
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        * * *

      

      The news of Platoon Sergeant Carver’s woman arriving made O’Connor happy for his old friend. He’d watched him the past few weeks slipping into a dark depression. He was glad to see him renewed. He wasn’t an easy man to find, however. Carver and Lilly were inseparable. The only time he saw him without her was when she was on duty in the base hospital, or he had to attend to some piece of company business.

      Seeing Carver’s happiness deepened his own sense of loss. He could feel himself falling into a dark place. He tried to ignore the pain eating away at his insides. He tried to convince himself that what he had with Celine Cruz wasn’t what he thought. After all, they’d only been together once, and as magical as that night had been, it wasn’t the basis for a lifetime. He told himself all those things, yet he still couldn’t erase her from his mind. He had to do something to break the hold she had on him.

      He hadn’t left the base since he was wounded for fear of seeing things and people that would remind him of her, but he decided it was time to face it. Perhaps the experience of standing over her grave would somehow help him get over his grief.

      He left the compound in the morning before the brutal heat. He walked through the streets of Cebu City. There were few Filipino citizens around. He wondered why.  The only evidence of the war, were the occasional bombed out building or passing Jeep or troop transport.

      He wandered the streets for an hour, not talking to anyone. The streets remained strangely empty. He started to search for signs indicating a cemetery. He saw a lone Filipino walking down the center of the street, staring down as if deep in thought. O’Connor thought he looked familiar. He stopped and watched him. As he got closer, recognition dawned. “Sam? Sam, is that you?” The Filipino stopped and looked up at him. His eyes were red as if he’d been crying. O’Connor’s face turned concerned. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

      Sam shook his head. “Justice. I should be happy.” He shook his head, “But he was my brother.” He told O’Connor about the hanging.

      O’Connor put his hand on his shoulder. “No one should be happy to watch their brother die. No matter what they did to deserve it.”

      Sam nodded and wiped his eyes. He studied O’Connor. “Where have you been? I’ve not seen you. I assumed you were killed or wounded.”

      “I was wounded.” He pulled up his shirt and showed his puckered pink scar on his side. “I’ve stayed in the compound recovering. This is my first time venturing out. Lucky to bump into you.” Sam nodded and smiled. O’Connor remembered that smile, it was good to see. “Say, I was wondering if you know anything about Celine … I mean Major Cruz.” His voice cracked but he recovered. “I’d like to pay my respects. Maybe lay some flowers by her grave. It would mean a lot to me.”

      Sam looked confused. “Her grave?” He shook his head. “She’s not dead. She’s alive!” Emotions flooded his senses. Anger that Sam would tease him, then confusion, then a flash of fear, then hope. His face flushed deep red and he felt his fingers tingling. He couldn’t find words. Sam’s grin went even wider and he gripped O’Connor’s arm. “Come on, I’ll take you to her!”

      O’Connor ran behind Sam as he wove through the city. They were nearly sprinting when they pulled up in front of a ramshackle building. They were both breathing hard. Sam spoke between gasps. “She’s inside teaching.”

      O’Connor felt like he was outside his body as he strode to the doorway. He peered inside and saw it was a one room schoolhouse.

      He stood in the door-frame willing his eyes to adjust to the low light. When he could finally see, he saw a group of Filipino children staring at him. Their tiny brown faces filled with wonder at the tall American. A book slammed on the ground from the front of the room, making O’Connor flinch. He focused on the diminutive form of the teacher who’d dropped the textbook. She stared at him as if she’d seen a ghost. A yelp escaped her lips, then she ran to him and leaped into his arms and their lips locked onto each other. The children started hooting and laughing, but O’Connor could only hear the rushing of blood coursing through his ears.
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      Thank you for reading the 164th Regiment Series. It’s been a pleasure learning and writing about these valiant soldiers. They were one the first Army units to go on the offensive against the Japanese. Their heroism and truly astonishing ability to power through awful circumstances leaves me in awe.

      The 164th series has come to a natural end but that doesn’t mean the end to more gritty combat novels.

      

      Join my WWII readers list to receive news on upcoming books and new releases. Signing up is free and you’ll never be spammed.
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