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  Death and pain didn't worry Butsko, but failure did. He was a professional soldier and took pride in his work. There was no room for error when you were behind enemy lines. And he didn't have much to work with. He'd picked the best men in his recon platoon for this operation, but that wasn't saying much. They were a bunch of dizzy kids who could fight well but otherwise were lazy and quarrelsome. Probably the best thing you could say about them was they had guts!
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  Excepting basic historical events, places, and personages, this series of books is fictional, and anything that appears otherwise is coincidental and unintentional. The principal characters are imaginary, although they might remind veterans of specific men whom they knew. The Twentythird Infantry Regiment, in which the characters serve, is used fictitiously—it doesn't represent the real historical Twentythird Infantry, which has distinguished itself in so many battles from the Civil War to Vietnam—but it could have been any American line regiment that fought and bled during World War II.


  These novels are dedicated to the men who were there. May their deeds and gallantry never be forgotten.
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  ONE . . .


  It was April of 1943, and the night was foggy and damp off the coast of a small South Pacific island. No wind blew and the water was still and black. In the distance lay a thin strip of sandy beach, and then the vast jungle filled with swamps, wild creatures, and thick, tangled vegetation.


  All was peaceful; a half-moon glowed high in the sky. The only movement was the rising tide as it gently lapped the beach. Somewhere deep in the jungle an animal shrieked as the fangs of another animal bit into its throat, but aside from that the island was a mysterious antediluvian world, unchanged since the dawn of time.


  The blunt tip of a periscope broke the surface of the water and rose five feet into the air. It stood stationary for a few minutes, water dripping down its sides, and then moved north, trailing a ripple of waves in the shape of a V behind it. It traveled parallel to the shoreline for five hundred yards, then stopped, a weird incongruity in the steamy jungle scene. If a native had been sitting on the beach, looking out into the water, he might have thought a sea monster was there, but no natives sat on the beach that night, and no Japanese patrols were prowling around either—or at least none that were visible through the periscope of the submarine.


  In the conning tower of the United States submarine Garfish, Lieutenant Leonard Scofield rested his arms over the long handles of the periscope and looked at the shore through the lens. His khaki cap was on the back of his head and he swung the scope around slowly in a 360-degree turn to make sure no Jap patrol boats were approaching from his seaward side.


  “No enemy visible,” said Lieutenant Scofield, his eye still on the rubber cup surrounding the lens. “Take her up.”


  The order was repeated in all the navigation compartments of the submarine. Wheels were turned, levers were pulled, lights flashed on. The nose of the submarine tilted upward as ballast tanks filled with air.


  The control room of the Garfish, directly beneath the conning tower, was crowded with sailors ready to climb the ladder and go up on deck. The first group would man the four-inch cannons on the fore- and afterdecks to protect the boat while it was on the surface. The second group carried a large deflated rubber raft that they would launch.


  Behind the sailors was a group of soldiers wearing dark-green fatigues and soft caps with visors, similar to baseball caps. Their faces and hands were blackened with camouflage paint and they carried light packs on their backs. Slung from their shoulders were Thompson submachine guns, and hanging from their necks were bandoliers of ammunition. They grasped pipes and rails to keep from falling as the submarine rose through the warm tropical waters of the lagoon.


  The conning tower broke through the surface, rivulets of water streaming down its sides. The sailors brought the submarine up slowly so that it would make little noise, and its deck and stanchions gradually took form like a strange mechanical specter rising from the depths of the sea.


  The hatch on the conning tower opened wide and Lieutenant Scofield climbed out, followed by his executive officer and watch officer. They raised their binoculars, scanning the shore and sea around them. Nothing threatening could be seen.


  Lieutenant Scofield bent toward the hatch. “Let's go!”


  


  Hatches opened on the fore- and afterdecks, and sailors climbed out. They ran to the cannons, pulled away the tarpaulin wrappings, loaded the cannons with ammunition, and prepared for action.


  The next group of sailors burst onto the foredeck, carrying the deflated rubber boat. They dragged it to the starboard side of the deck, dropped it, and set to work inflating it.


  Then the GIs climbed up from the bowels of the submarine. The first to appear on the foredeck was Master Sergeant John Butsko, a career soldier from McKeesport, Pennsylvania. Six feet tall and built like a tank, he looked around at the sea and sky, then headed for the rubber boat.


  From the conning tower Lieutenant Scofield watched the GIs climb onto the deck and take their positions beside the expanding rubber boat. He knew they were all specially picked for their mission on the Jap-held island in the distance, and there was a good chance they might not get out alive. He was glad he didn't have to go with them.


  The GIs clustered around the rubber boat, watching it fill with air. Butsko adjusted the cap on his head and looked at the island, a little dot of land he hadn't heard of two weeks earlier, called New Georgia. It was the next island up the Solomon chain from Guadalcanal, and General MacArthur wanted the Japanese airfields on it so he could bomb Bougainville, New Guinea, and the big Japanese stronghold of Rabaul. Butsko and his men were going ashore to do some of the preliminary dirty work prior to the invasion.


  The skin of the black rubber boat became hard and taut. The GIs stood behind Butsko, waiting for him to tell them what to do. They were silent; some fidgeted, shifting from foot to foot, and others stood still, looking at the beach a few hundred yards away, wishing they'd landed safely already.


  Sailors pulled away the air-pressure canisters and tightened the airlocks. Other sailors positioned two sets of oars.


  “Over the side,” said Chief Boatswain's Mate Rowland.


  The sailors carried the rubber boat across the deck and lowered it down the starboard hull to the water, where it bobbed up and down on the swells. A sailor held on to a rope fastened to the rubber boat's gunwale.


  


  Chief Boatswain's Mate Rowland turned to Butsko. “Load ‘em up, Sergeant.”


  “Get into the boat!” Butsko said to his men.


  They climbed down the hull of the submarine and dropped into the rubber boat. Pfc. Frankie La Barbara stepped on Private Homer Gladley's hand, but Homer made no sound, although he wanted to call Frankie a stupid clumsy bastard. Corporal Sam Longtree, a full-blooded Apache Indian from Arizona, took his position in the bow of the rubber boat, and Private Dale “Hotshot” Stevenson, the only man carrying an M 1 rifle—in case sniper work became necessary—sat in the stern next to Frankie La Barbara. Homer Gladley, who was the biggest and strongest man in the group, took one set of oars, and Corporal Charles Bannon, a former cowboy from Texas, sat between the other set. Private Billie Jones, known as the Reverend because he'd been an itinerant preacher in Georgia before the war, sat between Bannon and Homer Gladley.


  Chief Boatswain's Mate Rowland slapped Butsko on the shoulder as Butsko went over the side.


  “Good luck, Sergeant!” he said.


  “Thanks for the ride,” Butsko replied.


  Butsko climbed down into the bow of the rubber boat and crouched next to Longtree.


  “All set?” Butsko asked.


  The men nodded their heads or muttered that they were ready to roll.


  “Shove off!” Butsko said.


  A sailor on the submarine threw down the rope, and Billie Jones pulled it in. Frankie La Barbara pushed off the hull of the submarine, and the rubber boat floated away in the current.


  Bannon and Homer Gladley gripped the oars and rowed toward shore. Butsko looked back at the submarine and watched the sailors covering the guns with tarpaulins. On the bridge the officers held their binoculars to their eyes and searched land, sea, and sky for trouble. The sailors ran across the deck to the hatches and climbed down into the submarine. Finally the officers cleared the bridge. The submarine sank into the lagoon.


  “There she goes,” said the Reverend Billie Jones.


  The submarine burbled and farted as it sank into the water. The deck disappeared and then the guns. Slowly the conning tower disappeared beneath the rolling swells. The rubber boat was all alone on the surface of the lagoon.


  Bannon and Homer Gladley rowed toward shore. Both had been selected for their tasks because of their physical strength, but Bannon was lanky and sinewy, whereas Homer had massive bulk. Homer was from Nebraska and had worked on his father's hog farm since he was a little boy. He wasn't particularly bright, but his incredible power made up for everything in Butsko's eyes. Bannon, on the other hand, was clever. He'd saved Butsko's life once on Guadalcanal and could take charge when Butsko wasn't around. He was good at improvising squad and platoon tactics while bullets were flying around.


  In the bow of the boat sat Pfc. Longtree, his sharp eyes and ears focused on the shoreline, his body as tense as a coiled spring. The features of his face were as sharp and bold as if carved from granite, and he was descended from the great Apache chief Mangus, although he never told anybody. In December he'd been wounded in action during the battle for Guadalcanal and now was returning to action for the first time. Sometimes he still felt sharp pains in his chest and back, but he never mentioned them, because an Apache warrior never complains.


  Bannon and Homer Gladley pulled the oars, and the rubber boat glided over the swells, heading for shore. The other GIs held their submachine guns ready and scanned the beach, on the lookout for danger. A bird cackled in the trees, and mist rose from the water in the lagoon. The rubber boat moved swiftly over the water, assisted by the onrushing tide. The GIs knew they were sitting ducks out there, and if any Japs saw them, it'd be a slaughter.


  The rubber boat drew closer to shore and the GIs tensed their muscles, ready to jump out and hit the beach. They looked at each other's blackened faces; the whites of their eyes shone like headlights. Bannon and Homer Gladley heaved the oars and a swell lifted the boat up, carrying it forward to the beach.


  The front of the boat scraped against the sand, and Longtree jumped overboard, landing in water that came up nearly to his waist. He grabbed the front cleat of the boat and pulled it toward shore while Homer Gladley and Billie Jones jumped out to help him.


  They dragged the rubber boat up to the edge of the flat, wet sand, and then the other men went over the side. They held the ropes and cleats and dragged the boat out of the water and up the incline of beach until its stem was out of the water.


  “Hit it!” Butsko said in a hoarse whisper.


  They all dropped down onto the sand. Butsko looked around and listened for Japs, but the jungle was silent except for the squawks of nocturnal birds and the chirps of insects. Butsko waited a few moments, then got to his knees.


  “Let's go!”


  They pulled the rubber boat up the beach and across the dry sand to the edge of the jungle. Longtree found an opening and led them through the thick foliage to a tiny clearing. They stopped again, listening and looking around, their hearts beating wildly from their exertion. The stench of the jungle, rotting vegetation, and stagnant pools of water rose to their nostrils. It was like Guadalcanal, and all the old fear and anxiety came back, for this was the first time they were in action since Guadalcanal had been taken at the beginning of February.


  “Okay,” Butsko said.


  Bannon pulled the plug on one side, and Hotshot Stevenson pulled it on the other. Air wheezed out and sounded like a person with asthma. Frankie La Barbara and Homer Gladley jumped on the boat to force the air out more quickly. Sam Longtree crouched down low and moved into the jungle, looking for a good place to hide the boat. He passed silently among the leaves and branches and found a little clearing surrounded by tall trees with thick trunks. It would be impossible to dig through the tangled roots in the ground without entrenching tools, but they could stash the boat in the bushes nearby and use the trees as landmarks.


  “Over here,” Longtree said.


  The others dragged the deflated rubber boat toward him through the jungle. They entered the clearing and at first couldn't see Longtree because he was sitting motionless against one of the trees.


  “This good enough?” Longtree asked.


  


  Butsko squinted and found him against the tree. Then Butsko looked around and pointed. “Stick it in there.”


  The soldiers pulled the boat into a thick tangle of bushes, twisting and yanking. They threw some surface dirt onto it and cut some branches, covering the boat with them. Butsko took off his pack, pulled out his poncho and flashlight, covered his head with the poncho, and turned the flashlight on his map of the island. He found the approximate spot where they'd come ashore and made an X with his pen on the part of the jungle where the tent was hidden. Throwing off the poncho, he looked around and made a mental note of the configuration of trees in the clearing so that he could recognize the spot again. He put the poncho and flashlight back in his pack, hoisted the pack onto his shoulders, and pushed through the foliage to the spot where the rubber boat was, to make sure it was camouflaged adequately.


  “Put a few more branches over there,” he told Frankie La Barbara.


  Frankie broke off a few low branches and covered the spot Butsko had indicated. Butsko grunted, returned to the clearing, and then headed back to the beach in a straight line. The others followed him, branches scratching their arms and faces, tearing at their shirts. Butsko counted his paces as best he could and, at the edge of the jungle, looked around for a prominent landmark. He spotted a piece of coral six feet long and four feet high that had been washed ashore by a hurricane many years before and now was covered with moss.


  “If anything happens to me,” Butsko said, “make sure you'll be able to find the boat. This thing here”—he kicked the coral—“will give you an idea where it is. Once you find it, you know that the boat is back in the jungle near that clearing. Everybody understand that?”


  They nodded or grunted.


  “Clear the tracks away.”


  Butsko sat at the base of the coral as the others took branches and swept away their footprints, starting at the shoreline and working backward. They returned to Butsko, who stood up, his map in his hand.


  “That way,” he said, pointing into the jungle.


  


  They plunged into the thick green mass of foliage, with Longtree leading the way and Butsko behind him to keep him going in the right direction. Then came Bannon and the rest of the group.


  They all were members of the reconnaissance platoon of the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment. The platoon numbered forty-two men and Butsko had selected six of them for this mission behind enemy lines. Their primary objective was to blow up an ammunition dump at a Japanese stronghold in Vanguna Valley so that the Japs couldn't use the ammo against the GIs who would invade the island soon. Their subsidiary objectives were to harass the Japs in any way they could, cut their lines of communication, ambush Jap patrols, and in general make life difficult for the enemy. Butsko and his men were to travel light and live off the land when the rations ran out.


  They plodded through the jungle, sweat pouring off their bodies, insects buzzing around them and diving in to suck out blood. Each man had been pleased when Butsko picked him for the special duty, but now they wished they were back on Guadalcanal, where it was safe and where pretty nurses wandered around on the loose, looking to get laid.


  Bannon especially missed Guadalcanal, because he'd married a native girl there and had a nice setup with her tribe in the hills. Butsko had let him take a furlough to be with her, and when Bannon returned to duty, Butsko asked him to come on the mission to New Georgia. Bannon had been flattered at the time. He liked Butsko and would follow him anywhere. But now that Bannon was far from his pretty wife and the safety of Guadalcanal, he wondered what the hell he'd been thinking about. Why had he been so happy to risk his life again?


  Bannon spat at the ground. He knew the answer and it bothered him. There was something about the war he liked. The excitement and adventure made him feel more alive than he'd ever been in his life, and he was pleased to be part of an elite unit, the recon platoon of the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment. It made him feel superior to other men, and this detachment, selected from the recon platoon, was a superelite unit.


  


  But on Guadalcanal, in the comfort of his wife's arms, he'd forgotten what it was like to be in constant fear of his life. Now he was on a Jap-infested island and there were no American lines to run toward, as there were during the fighting on Guadalcanal. He was caught between the Japs and the sharks, and the jungle there on New Georgia looked even thicker than the jungle on Guadalcanal.


  Bannon felt tired and depressed. He looked at his watch; it was one o'clock in the morning. He hated the fucking war with renewed intensity. Frankie La Barbara was right: It was just a real estate grab and had nothing to do with him. But he was there, and there was nothing he could do about it. He was with his buddies and he knew they were good men. Butsko was the best soldier he'd ever seen. I'll have to make the best of it, Bannon thought. I'm stuck here and there's nothing else I can do.


  Butsko raised his hand and they all stopped, holding their submachine guns tightly, wondering if Butsko had heard something.


  “We'll spend the night right here,” Butsko said. “Find yourself someplace to sack out. I'll take the first shift on guard.”


  Bannon looked around, and all he saw was jungle. There was no grass, no clearing, no nothing. They'd have to sleep like wild animals in the tangled underbrush and maybe wake up next to a crocodile. They'd brought no pup tents with them, so they just looked around for a flat piece of ground and lay down.


  Unfortunately there were no flat pieces of ground. Rocks, vines, roots, and muck were everywhere. They could move the rocks out of their way, but the other stuff just stayed there. The soldiers rubbed citronella onto their faces and hands and stretched out on the ground, closing their eyes. Some fell asleep quickly, but others tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable, exhausted but excited about being behind enemy lines.


  Butsko heard them shuffling around as he smoked a cigarette and sat in the darkness. Unlike his men, he wasn't particularly afraid of the danger of being behind enemy lines, because the worst thing that could happen to him would be that he'd be killed, and he had nothing special to live for. He didn't think that life was all that great. He wasn't even afraid of being taken prisoner by the Japs, because they'd captured him twice before, and he'd not only survived, he'd managed to escape too.


  Death and pain didn't worry Butsko, but failure did. He was a professional soldier and took pride in his work. There was no room for error when you were behind enemy lines. And he didn't have much to work with. He'd picked the best men in his recon platoon for this operation, but that wasn't saying much. They were a bunch of dizzy kids who could fight well but otherwise were lazy and quarrelsome. Probably the best thing you could say about them was they had guts where guts were required and did whatever he told them to do, although sometimes they argued about it first.


  Butsko puffed his cigarette and wondered what he'd do when his cigarettes ran out, because he only had four packs with him. Things would get rough when the cigarettes ran out. Nothing was worse than a bunch of GIs on nicotine withdrawal.


  Butsko savored the cigarette and looked around at the dim, dank jungle. It was a miracle that anybody would fight for such a place, but many men had fought and died for such places already. Butsko had spilled his own blood at Bataan and again on Guadalcanal. He knew the score and was ready for the worst.


  He finished his cigarette, fieldstripped it, and then debated with himself whether to light another. He knew he should go slowly on the cigarettes, but what the fuck, they were going to be gone soon no matter how much he rationed them. When they were gone, they were gone. He'd worry about that then.


  Reaching into his shirt pocket, he took out his pack of Luckies and lit another. Inhaling deeply, he sat with his back against the tree, listening to the sounds of the jungle and wondering if they could reach that ammo dump in the Vanguna Valley the next day.


  


  


  TWO . . .


  It was a hot sticky night, and at dawn the temperatures rose. Frankie La Barbara opened his eyes and saw a spider crawling over a leaf a few feet in front of his nose. He drew back, raised his fist, and then stopped himself, because if the spider was poisonous, he might kill it and himself at the same time. While his fist was in the air, the spider scurried away and hid underneath a rotting log.


  Frankie looked around. Everybody was asleep except Hotshot Stevenson, who was the lookout. Hotshot waved at him and Frankie waved back, then collapsed onto the ground again to get as much sleep as he could before Butsko moved them out again.


  He closed his eyes but couldn't conk out. He was too tense and nervous about being on an island that was totally held by the Japs; it was a rude sudden change from Guadalcanal and those nurses with suntanned legs and freckles on their faces. Frankie had spent a lot of time with nurses and doctors, because his nose had been broken in several places in the fierce hand-to-hand fighting that marked the close of the Guadalcanal campaign. He was afraid he'd be disfigured for life, but they'd mended the nose and it was only a little out of line, with a slight bump in the middle.


  Frankie had jet black hair and big dreamy eyes. Women had always been attracted to him, and some said he resembled the actor Victor Mature. He was from New York City and his father and uncle were in the Mob. He had been in the Mob, too, doing odd jobs and supplying muscle if it was needed, and whenever he had time off he cheated on his wife. Then he was drafted, and the next thing he knew he was charging up the beach on Guadalcanal.


  “All right, you guys,” growled Butsko. “Drop your cocks and grab your socks.”


  The men moaned and grumbled as they picked themselves up off the ground. Their uniforms were plastered to their bodies due to sweat and ground water, and their mouths tasted like shit. Billie Jones got onto his knees to say his morning prayers. He had a bald spot on top of his head and had deeper lines in his face than the other men, because he was older than all except Butsko. Although he'd been a preacher before the war, he liked his whiskey and women. Butsko picked him for the mission because he supplied maturity and common sense, and he also was a ferocious fighter.


  The men opened packs of K rations and had breakfast. While Butsko ate he studied his map, dropping a few cracker crumbs onto it and flicking them away with his forefinger. After breakfast Butsko let them smoke cigarettes. Birds chirped in the trees and insects buzzed around them. Numerous insects of all types crawled on the ground, and occasionally a lizard showed its mottled head. The jungle was alive with multitudes of living creatures, all struggling against each other to stay alive.


  “Saddle up,” Butsko said, folding the map. “Let's move it out. Longtree, take the point.”


  The men thrust their arms through the shoulder straps of their packs and picked up their Thompson submachine guns. They lined up and Longtree moved into the jungle in the direction indicated by Butsko. The others waited until Longtree got out of sight, and then Butsko moved his hand forward.


  In a single file the men followed Longtree into the jungle. Their boots sank ankle-deep into muck, and bugs ate them up alive. They were covered with sweat and all were starting to smell a little ripe. Stubble grew on their chins and none had got enough sleep during the few hours Butsko let them rest.


  The sun rose in the sky and the day became hotter. Slowly they worked their way through the dense jungle as branches and leaves clawed at them. They had to watch the ground carefully so they wouldn't trip over rocks and roots and tangled vines. Sometimes the jungle was so thick that they had to get down on their hands and knees and crawl underneath bushes.


  Bannon had read about New Georgia before coming on the mission and knew that many natives lived on the island. He wondered why they chose to remain in such a horrible place when they had boats and could leave. What in the hell was wrong with them? He wouldn't stay a minute in such a place if he didn't have to. He'd also read that, like Guadalcanal, the main business of New Georgia before the war was the sale of copra, which was derived from coconuts. In addition the island was supposed to have vast alluvial gold fields, but very little gold actually had been found.


  At the head of the column, around twenty yards in front of the others, Corporal Sam Longtree slithered noiselessly through the jungle. He moved much more quickly than everybody else, so he had to stop himself every several minutes and wait for the rest to catch up. During his rest periods, he climbed the nearest tree to get a look at the terrain ahead and listen for Japs.


  Now he felt he was leaving the others far behind him, so he stopped and leaped into the air, grabbing the branch of the tree next to him. He raised himself, swung around, and sat on the branch, raising his binoculars to his eyes and looking around.


  He couldn't see much because he wasn't high enough. Only the thick wall of sweltering jungle was visible to him. He thought about climbing to the top of the tree, but that would take too long. Butsko told him to be the point man, and if Butsko wanted him to climb a tree, he'd tell him.


  Longtree took off his hat and wiped his forehead with his handkerchief, already damp from the perspiration sopped up in his back pocket. The jungle was so hot, it was difficult to breathe. It was like sitting in the middle of a green shimmering hell.


  At first it felt as if somebody had placed his hand on Long-tree's neck, and Longtree jerked his head around to see the green and brown skin of a gigantic snake! Longtree's eyes bulged and he jumped to the ground, but the snake followed him down and dropped on top of him, wrapping its twisting coils around him, squeezing hard.


  It happened so fast that Longtree didn't know what hit him. One moment he was sitting on the branch, and the next moment he was on the ground with a huge snake crunching him to death. Longtree's arms were pinned to his sides and he couldn't draw his bayonet. He could shout but he was afraid he might draw the attention of Jap patrols that might be in the area.


  The snake was huge, nearly four times longer than Longtree. It was a specie of constrictor, and it gradually tightened its grip on Longtree, who twisted and struggled to no avail. The gigantic reptile worked its head around and looked Longtree in the eye, flicking out its threadlike forked tongue at him. Long-tree tried the old Indian trick of hypnotism, trying to stare the snake down, but the snake seemed to grin at Longtree as he crushed Longtree's body within his coils.


  Longtree's eyes were popping out of his head and he felt the pressure of blood against his skin. He thought his ribs would crack at any moment, but still he didn't cry for help because he didn't want to betray his buddies to the Japanese. “You fucking snake!” Longtree muttered, lunging forward, trying to bite the snake on the snout, but the snake pulled back and flicked its tongue once more at Longtree.


  Longtree heard something crack in his spine and thought he'd come to the end of his road. He was going to the Happy Hunting Ground a little sooner than he'd expected. His eyes filled with black ink and he felt himself fainting. Then he heard a shout.


  Looking up, trying to focus, he saw Butsko and the others running toward him. Butsko had his bayonet out, and the snake was so surprised that it loosened its grip. Butsko took careful aim, because he didn't want to stab Longtree by mistake, and jammed the bayonet into the snake's neck.


  


  The snake had a tough hide, and the blade went in only an inch, but it hurt, and the snake stuck out its tongue as its tail lashed through the air. The snake loosened its grip on Longtree and tried to uncoil quickly, because he wanted to get away.


  Butsko stabbed again, burying his bayonet in the snake's belly. Frankie La Barbara jabbed his bayonet into the snake's left eye, and Homer Gladley chopped off the snake's tail with his machete. The snake went insane with pain and snapped like a bullwhip as it unwrapped itself from Longtree.


  “Let it go!” Butsko said.


  The snake unraveled itself, blood oozing out of his tail, eye, neck, and belly. It looked around with its one good eye and saw all the strange two-legged creatures facing it. Turning the other way, he headed for the jungle, crawling weakly, wondering what had hit it when everything was going so well.


  “Get it, Homer!” Butsko said.


  Homer Gladley approached the snake on its blind side, raised the machete high in the air, and brought it down with all his strength. The machete flashed through the air and swack, the snake was minus a head. The snake's body tied itself up in knots and the snake's head closed its good eye and stuck out its tongue for the last time. Homer Gladley took a step back and smiled. He was six foot two, weighed nearly 250 pounds, and had shoulders like two mountains.


  Butsko knelt over Longtree. “You okay, Chief?”


  Longtree lay with his eyes and mouth open, breathing heavily. “I don't know.”


  Hotshot Stevenson, who'd received special medical training for this mission, felt Longtree's ribs to see if any were broken. “Does this hurt?”


  “You're fucking right it hurts!”


  “What happened?” Butsko asked.


  “That fucking snake jumped on me when I wasn't looking.”


  “I never saw a snake that big in my life,” said Frankie La Barbara.


  Butsko looked at Longtree. “Can you stand up?”


  “But, Sarge,” Hotshot Stevenson said, “if he's broken something, he shouldn't be moved.”


  “How're we gonna know if he's broken something?”


  


  “I'll examine him.”


  Hotshot reached down to feel for broken bones, but Longtree pushed his hand out of the way. “I think I can stand up. Somebody give me a hand.”


  Bannon held out his hand; Longtree took it and was pulled to his feet. Longtree ached from head to toe but didn't feel the sharp pains of broken bones. He took a deep breath; his ribs felt bruised but not seriously damaged. He took a few steps and waved his arms around. “Hell, I'm okay,” he said. Turning around, he kicked the snake's head, and it sailed into the jungle like a football.


  “You sure you're all right?” Butsko asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “Maybe we'd better take a break.”


  “I don't need a break.”


  “Well, I do.”


  Everybody sat down except Longtree, who paced back and forth and swung his arms. He was an Apache warrior and no snake was going to lay him out. Meanwhile Butsko looked at the snake. He knew that in a few days, when their rations ran out, they'd have to eat things like that snake, and maybe worse. He wouldn't mind, but he wondered if the others could bring themselves to eat snake steak.


  The men smoked cigarettes, and Butsko took out his map. He estimated the distance they'd traveled since morning and figured they'd come to the Wahai River in late afternoon. Then he'd be able to get his bearings more accurately. The Japanese camp was about ten miles west of the river, and Butsko was approaching the river from the east.


  “Let's hit it,” Butsko said. “Bannon, you take the point this time.”


  Bannon jumped up and moved west. “Hup, Sarge.”


  “What about me?” Longtree asked.


  “You can take a rest.”


  “I don't need a rest!”


  “You need a rest if I say you need a rest—got it?”


  Longtree frowned. “Hup, Sarge.”


  “Line it up and move it out,” Butsko said.


  The men got into position as Bannon disappeared into the jungle. He carried his submachine gun ready to fire and couldn't stop thinking about the snake. He'd never seen anything like it in his life. Guadalcanal had been a hellhole, but it hadn't had any snakes like that.


  The sun rose in the sky and came directly overhead, burning with its fullest intensity. Clouds of smelly vapor rose from the floor of the jungle, choking the men and making them nauseous. The heat sapped their energy and dried their mouths. The soldiers made their way through the jungle, fighting the heat, branches, and vines.


  Butsko wanted to keep going, but he didn't want to push his men too hard. At one o'clock in the afternoon he thought he'd better let them take a long break. If he didn't reach the ammo dump that night, he would blow it up the next night. There was no great rush. If General MacArthur didn't like it, he could go fuck himself.


  “Take a break!” Butsko said, “and be sure to swallow your salt tablets!”


  The men collapsed onto the ground, and Butsko walked past them quickly, because he wanted to catch up with Bannon and stop him. He plunged into the jungle, following Bannon's trail, holding his arms up so the branches wouldn't scratch his eyes out.


  Bannon heard him coming and stopped. He hid behind a tree and watched Butsko plowing through the jungle like an angry gorilla.


  “Looking for someone?” Bannon asked when Butsko came abreast of the tree.


  “What're you think you're doing, asshole?”


  “Just waiting for you, Big Sergeant.”


  “We're taking our lunch break. Come on back there.”


  Bannon followed Butsko back to the part of the jungle where the other men were taking K rations out of their packs. Bannon sat next to Frankie La Barbara, who'd removed his boots and socks so that he could dry out his feet. Bannon didn't feel like taking off his own boots, because his feet would swell and he wasn't sure he'd be able to get the boots back on afterward. He took off his pack, pulled out a can of pork and beans, and took off the lid with his tiny GI-issue can opener.


  


  Frankie was eating a can of corned beef hash like a kid eating ice cream. Bannon couldn't help smiling, because Frankie was so like a little boy. If Frankie wanted something, he took it, and if he didn't like something, he never hesitated to say so. He was a creature of impulse, never giving any deep thought to anything. The nurses on Guadalcanal were all crazy about him, although all he did was drag them into the bushes and fuck their brains out. Maybe that's basically what women want from men, Bannon thought. Frankie certainly doesn't give them much romance.


  Bannon spooned some pork and beans into his mouth and noticed movement in the grass and dead leaves near Frankie's left foot. Turning in that direction, Bannon leaned forward and froze at the sight of a black scorpion about five inches long.


  “Don't move, Frankie!” Bannon said.


  “Whatsa matter?”


  “I said don't move! Shut your eyes!”


  Frankie wanted to make a wisecrack, but he heard the urgency in Bannon's voice and closed his eyes. Bannon looked around for something to kill the scorpion with, and the closest weapon was one of Frankie's boots. Bannon reached gingerly for the boot, so as not to scare the scorpion, while the rest of the men nearby realized something was going on with Frankie and Bannon.


  “You two posing for animal crackers?” Hotshot Stevenson asked.


  “Shaddup!” said Butsko, who'd spotted the scorpion.


  Bannon raised the boot in the air, and the scorpion must have noticed something, because he scurried out of the way and jumped onto Frankie's big toe.


  Frankie flinched. “What the fuck is that?”


  “Freeze,” Bannon said.


  “What's on my fucking toe?”


  “Don't worry about it.”


  “Whataya mean don't worry about it? What is it?”


  “It's just a little scorpion, that's all.”


  “A scorpion!”


  “Don't move. You don't wanna scare him.”


  “A scorpion?” asked Frankie.


  


  “Just don't scare him.”


  Frankie broke out in a cold sweat. He'd attended many lectures on jungle survival where the instructors had spoken about the deadliness of scorpions.


  “Get the son of a bitch!” Frankie said through pinched lips.


  Bannon didn't know what to do. If he smashed the scorpion with Frankie's boot, the scorpion might sting Frankie before he died and then Frankie would die.


  “Stay still,” Bannon said.


  Frankie turned whiter than an aspirin tablet, and his eyes darted around nervously. He thought of poison working its way through his body and ending his sex life forever. “Get the fucker,” he said through clenched teeth.


  Bannon was poised with the boot, ready to strike. The scorpion waved its lethal tail from side to side menacingly and appeared to be sniffing Frankie La Barbara's big toe. Maybe it was getting ready to stick its tail in someplace. Bannon realized he'd better do something quickly. All he could think of was to swat the scorpion off Frankie's foot.


  “Close your eyes,” Bannon said.


  “What you gonna do?”


  “Just close your eyes.”


  Frankie closed his eyes and tried to keep himself under control, although he thought he might be dead at any moment. Bannon took aim with the boot, intending to knock the scorpion off Frankie's foot. He'd have to be fast, because if the scorpion saw the boot coming, it would sting Frankie. Bannon licked his lower lip and got ready. He took a deep breath and took a swipe at the scorpion.


  The scorpion suddenly became aware of a huge mass flying at it and froze in fear. The boot slammed against the scorpion and Frankie's foot, knocking the scorpion to the ground. The scorpion got to its feet and ran for cover, but it didn't get far. Bannon's boot came down on it, crunching it against the grass and dead leaves, flattening it out.


  Bannon raised his foot and looked down at the mangled, gooey scorpion on the ground. “Got ‘em!” he said.


  Frankie opened his eyes. “Thank God.” He looked at the dead scorpion. “You motherfucker!” Frankie picked up one of his boots and beat on the dead scorpion until it was barely distinguishable from the floor of the jungle.


  Butsko and the others walked over to see what had happened.


  “A scorpion crawled up on Frankie's foot,” Bannon explained to the men.


  Everybody looked at Frankie on his hands and knees, pounding the ground with his boot and cursing viciously.


  “All right, let's settle down,” Butsko said to Frankie and the others. “Finish your chow and get ready to move out. And watch out for scorpions and shit. This island is even worse than Guadalcanal.”


  


  


  THREE . . .


  They fell behind schedule and didn't reach the Wahai River until late in the afternoon. Longtree, still on the point, heard the rush of water long before the river was visible through the jungle, and when he came to its banks, he saw that the river was wide, swift, and probably quite deep.


  Butsko and the others caught up with him, and Butsko took out his map. “It doesn't look this wide on the map,” Butsko said. He gazed at the river; it was forty yards wide, with whitecaps showing where it surged over boulders. The men could walk across it if it wasn't too deep.


  “Gladley!” Butsko said.


  “Hup, Sarge!”


  “Leave your equipment and weapon here on the shore and wade out there to see how deep it is.”


  “Hup, Sarge!”


  Gladley took off his pack and laid it on the grass embankment. Butsko had selected him because he was the biggest man in the platoon and the least likely to be swept away by the current. Gladley laid his submachine gun on the pack, handed his Bulova watch to Bannon, and stepped into the water.


  It was cool and felt wonderful as it seeped into his boots and soothed his hot, sweaty feet. The water rushed against his shins, and he held his arms far out to balance himself on the slippery rocks. He stepped forward gingerly and the water rose to his knees and thighs. Taking another step, his foot slid over some loose stones and he lost his balance, toppling sideways into the water. He held out his hand to stop himself and cut the heel of his palm on the jagged edge of a rock.


  Catching his balance, he stood up, blood streaming down his wrist.


  “Fuck-up!” Butsko murmured.


  Gladley decided that he might as well swim out toward the center of the river, now that he was wet anyway. He dived into the water, splashing like an elephant, and swam clumsily away from shore. After several strokes he stopped and stood up; the water rose to his chest. He swam another ten yards, stood, and sank beneath the surface of the water.


  Butsko waved for him to come back. The river was obviously too deep there and the only thing to do was look for a narrow place where they could cross. Gladley came up out of the water, his hand still bleeding, and Hotshot took out his first-aid kit and looked for an appropriate bandage.


  Butsko figured the river would get narrower toward its source, so he decided to lead the men in that direction. It wouldn't be smart to move along the shoreline, because they'd be visible to Japanese patrols on the other side; therefore, it was necessary to travel through the jungle parallel to the river.


  Hotshot was working on Gladley's cut, and they had to wait until he was finished. “Take a break,” Butsko said, sitting on a rock.


  “Time for chow?” Gladley asked, because he was always hungry.


  “Not yet,” Butsko said. “We'll break for chow when we get on the other side.”


  The men smoked cigarettes as Hotshot bandaged Gladley's hand, and then they moved out again, making slow progress because the ground near the river was swampy and their feet sank in to their ankles with every step. To make matters worse, there were many more mosquitoes near the river, and they swarmed around the soldiers so thickly that it was like walking through heavy rain. Huge red welts were raised on their faces by the mosquito bites, and the citronella did no good whatever.


  In the heat and stench, his face stinging from mosquito bites, Bannon fantasized about vanilla ice cream. He saw himself sitting in a cool restaurant surrounded by dishes heaped high with vanilla ice cream. He imagined eating the stuff with a big spoon, letting it freeze his tongue and slide down his throat; it was so sweet and delicious—just what he needed. When he finished one dish he would eat another and then another. When the dishes all were empty, he imagined diving into a mound of vanilla ice cream six feet high with his mouth wide open, gulping it down as it closed around his body, chilling him out, making him feel wonderful.


  He tripped over a log and fell on his face in muck that was the consistency of shit and smelled about as bad. Frankie La Barbara grabbed him by his shirt collar and the Reverend Billie Jones took hold of his belt, pulling him to his feet.


  Bannon wiped his face with his hand and spat some muck out of his mouth. He swore that when he returned to civilization he was going to take all his money to where ice cream was available and gorge himself with vanilla ice cream.


  The river twisted and turned, narrowing slightly. The sun sank on the horizon and Butsko could see that it would be dark before long. It looked like they wouldn't get across the Wahai River that day, and the men hadn't had dinner yet. They'd soon have to find a place to bivouac for the night. He held up his hand.


  “All right, let's break for chow!” Butsko said. “Who wants to volunteer to find us a bivouac for the night?”


  No one said anything.


  “Okay, Bannon, you just volunteered. Get going.”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  “The rest of you take a smoke break,” Butsko said.


  They looked around. Nobody wanted to sit in the muck, so they leaned against trees and took out their cigarettes, lighting them up. Meanwhile Bannon moved into the jungle and headed for the high ground, where it would be drier and less buggy. His feet were soaked and mud was caked on his trousers up to his knees. He made his way through the slimy jungle as insects buzzed around him and drank his blood. A leech fell onto the back of his neck so lightly that he didn't even feel it, and the little brown creature proceeded to feast on his blood.


  The ground inclined upward, and Bannon rose gradually from the damp tangle of the riverbank. The ground became firmer under his feet and the vegetation thinned out. Shafts of sunlight fell to the jungle floor and reminded Bannon of a cathedral he'd visited once in Austin. He came to a plateau that was dry and fairly pleasant, and then, stepping around a tree with a trunk as thick as his own body, he saw at the far end an oblong clearing twenty feet long with a huge gray boulder twice as tall as he was.


  On either side of the boulder were two smaller stones. It was weird to see them there, because no other boulders were around. Bannon thought he'd climb to the top of the tallest boulder to see what the terrain was like in that vicinity.


  He moved toward the boulders and then suddenly stopped cold. He'd heard something in the jungle, the sound of foliage being moved. Bannon thought it might be his imagination, or a faint breeze trembling a branch, or maybe an animal passing by. But such sounds could not be ignored. Bannon wishing his submachine gun and held it in his hands as he moved his head around and tried to pinpoint the area that the sound had come from.


  He heard the sound again; it was coming from his right. Bannon crouched low behind the boulder. The sounds became louder. Bannon had enough jungle experience to know that human beings were moving about in his vicinity. He crept from behind the boulders and moved silently into the jungle, heading in the direction of the sounds. Butsko would want to know who was in the jungle, how many there were of them, and what they were doing.


  Bannon stopped and crouched low. The sounds appeared to be heading toward his left. He estimated that whoever was there would pass in front of him. He crouched lower and became aware that something was on the back of his neck. Reaching around, he touched the leech and became pissed off because he couldn't get rid of it just then. He had to remain still and let the creature suck his blood for a while.


  Bannon saw the jungle move to his right, and the pale green cotton cloth of a Japanese soldier's shirt became visible to him. The soldier came into view, carrying an Arisaka rifle and wearing baggy pants and leggings, a soft cap on his head. The soldier glanced around furtively as he advanced through the jungle, and a few seconds later another Japanese soldier appeared.


  One by one the Japanese patrol came into view. There were nine of them traveling in a long file. Bannon knew he could take a few of them out of the ballpark with his submachine gun, but he couldn't get the rest of them in the first burst, and then what? Better stay still and report back to Butsko as soon as he could. He hoped that the guys down on the riverbank wouldn't make any sudden noise, such as Frankie laughing out loud at something, or an argument erupting suddenly, or Butsko losing his temper and chewing somebody out.


  The Japanese patrol passed by in front of Bannon, and he wondered what they were doing on that part of the island. Were they stationed in the vicinity, or were they patrolling from a base far away?


  One by one the Japanese soldiers were swallowed up by the jungle to the left of Bannon, and Bannon was proud of his buddies in the recon platoon, because they hadn't made any loud noises. They were a bunch of fuck-ups and maniacs, but they knew how to behave when the heat was on.


  After the Japs were out of sight and far away, Bannon turned around and scrambled swiftly down the incline toward the bank of the river. He saw the recon platoon milling around amid the trees, and they looked up at him as he approached.


  “Japs!” he said.


  “Where?” asked Butsko.


  Bannon pointed up the hill. “Over there. Nine of them. Heading that way.”


  “Everybody down,” Butsko said.


  They all dropped to their knees.


  “Hey,” Frankie La Barbara said to Bannon, “you got a leech on your neck.” Frankie touched his lighted cigarette to the back of the leech, which recoiled instantly, withdrawing his mouth from Bannon's flesh. Frankie flicked the leech away and it fell to the ground, where he bashed it with the butt of his submachine gun, causing Bannon's blood in the leech's swollen body to squirt in all directions.


  Butsko looked at Bannon. “Did you find a bivouac?”


  “Yeah, but it's close to where those Japs were.”


  “How close?”


  “Twenty, thirty yards.”


  “That's too close. They might come back that way. We'll have to find another spot. This time we'll all go together. Move it out, and no unnecessary noise.”


  Butsko led them away from the riverbank and up the incline. They moved slowly and silently because of the Jap patrol in the area. Bannon showed them the clearing he'd found, and then they examined the trail left by the Japanese soldiers. Crossing the trail, they advanced into the jungle fifty yards and found another small clearing. Butsko ordered them to set up camp there for the night and told Sam Longtree to take the first shift of guard duty, posting him between the bivouac site and the trail left by the Japanese patrol.


  The night passed without incident and they got up in the morning at the crack of dawn. They had K rations for breakfast, smoked cigarettes, broke camp, and headed back to the river. Upon reaching it, they turned left and headed upstream, hoping to find a narrow place to cross.


  However the river didn't narrow appreciably, and as the morning progressed Butsko began to worry. They should have crossed the river the day before; now it was almost noon and they still weren't across. They were falling behind schedule, and that meant they'd have to rush the more dangerous part of their mission. Perhaps they should try to swim across the river and drag their equipment and weapons behind them on a raft.


  Up ahead, Longtree raised his hand and waved it from side to side. He'd spotted something and was signaling to the men to be quiet. The men dropped to their stomachs in the muck at the river's edge, and Butsko crawled forward to discover what Longtree had seen. Longtree was standing at a point where the river turned, and when Butsko came abreast of him he looked around the bend and saw, to his astonishment, a bridge made of vines stretching from a hill on one side of the river to a hill on the other side.


  The bridge had evidently been made by natives, because Butsko had never known the Japs to construct anything like it. The patrol that Bannon had seen must have used the bridge to get across the river. The big question was whether Butsko and his men could use it. He thought it unlikely that the Japs would have such a bridge guarded around the clock. He and his men would be able to get across the bridge after nightfall.


  Butsko sat on a damp, rotting log and took out a cigarette to help him think better. He lit it up with his Zippo and figured it would take a few hours for him and his men to rig up a decent raft and pull it across the river, and it would almost be night by then anyway. Why go through all that trouble when they could use the bridge? They were falling behind schedule, but Butsko would worry about that later. Right now he had to get his men across the river safely, and there appeared to be no better way than the bridge.


  “Come on with me,” he said to Longtree.


  They walked back to where the other men were waiting, and Butsko told them about the bridge. He ordered Longtree to take the point again and lead them toward the bridge. Long-tree moved into the jungle, and the rest of the recon platoon followed him.


  After an hour of tough going through the thick jungle, Longtree came to a narrow winding trail covered with tracks less than a day old. He looked to his left and right and listened, but no Japs were around. The others caught up with him and saw the trail.


  “It probably goes to the bridge,” Butsko said.


  “Japs have been on this trail within the last twenty-four hours,” Longtree told him.


  “Must have been the bunch Bannon saw.”


  Butsko decided to follow the trail and see if it indeed led to the bridge, but they'd have to be careful.


  “All right, let's move it out,” Butsko said. “Longtree, take the point. Bannon, bring up the rear. Everybody stay the fuck awake, because Japs use this trail.”


  


  The men took their positions and moved out. The trail twisted and turned as it made its way through the jungle, and the men moved over it cautiously, looking and listening, holding their submachine guns in their hands, ready for anything.


  They passed over the top of a sunny hill and then down into a glen so overgrown with foliage it was almost like night. The trail disappeared in a swampy area, but Longtree picked it up again on the other side and they continued along. At two o'clock in the afternoon Butsko told them to take a break, and they moved off the trail into the jungle, where they found a little clearing and took out their packs of K rations.


  Butsko rummaged through his pack and realized he had rations left for only another day. Then he and his men would have to start living off the land, and from what he'd seen, the pickings would be awfully slim. But he and his men had been on short rations before and had come through okay. They wouldn't be on the island longer than three or four more days, or at least that's what he hoped.


  Butsko sat on his haunches and ate his ration of sausage patties. Although he and his men were almost twenty-four hours behind schedule, he figured they were doing all right. This Jap trail that Longtree had found would probably lead right into Vanguna Valley, where the ammo dump was located. It should be smooth sailing from there on, except for the danger of Jap patrols.


  After lunch and cigarettes the men moved out again. After an hour and a half Longtree spotted the bridge up ahead. Butsko motioned for him to go forward and check it out, while the rest of them took cover in the jungle. Longtree crawled forward in the jungle beside the trail and made his way to the bridge. No one was guarding it as it swayed gently from side to side in the wind. Below, about two hundred yards down, was the Wahai River rushing out to sea. The bridge stretched across the river to a green hill on the other side, and behind the hill was the blue sky with a few puffy clouds floating by.


  Longtree returned to Butsko and told him what he'd seen.


  “I didn't see any Japs around,” he said. “I think we could go across now.”


  Butsko shook his head. “Forget about it. There might be a Jap on the other side of the river, taking a piss or something, and all he has to do is look up and see us. We'd be sitting ducks up there. No, we'll go across tonight. We might as well find a nice quiet place right now and get some rest.”


  Butsko led them into the jungle until he found a secluded spot on land that was fairly level and dry. The men took off their packs and stretched out on the ground to get some sleep, but they didn't get much. It was too hot and there were too many bugs. Also, they weren't that fatigued. Yet.


  


  


  FOUR . . .


  It became cooler after sunset. Owls hooted in the trees and monkeys chattered around where the GIs were trying to sleep. Butsko told them to get up for chow, and once more they took out K rations and dined. Butsko went up ahead to reconnoiter the bridge, and he hung around for a while to see if there was any Japanese activity. There wasn't. He went back to the camp and told the men to saddle up.


  They returned to the trail and proceeded stealthily to the bridge. A half-moon floated in the sky above their heads, and the stars sparkled like diamonds. The jungle pulsated with the sound of crickets so loud it drowned out the footsteps of the soldiers. Finally they came to the bridge, swaying gently in the breeze.


  “We wanna get across fast,” Butsko told them. “We can't get caught by the Japs up there. We'll move out two by two, at ten-foot intervals. If anybody falls, it's tough shit: He gets left behind. When we get to the other side, take cover and wait for me to tell you what to do next. Any questions?”


  “What if we come under fire while we're on the bridge?” Bannon asked.


  


  “Fire back and keep going. Anything else?”


  Nobody said anything.


  “Okay, let's go.”


  Longtree and Hotshot Stevenson went first, followed by Homer Gladley and Billie Jones, Bannon and Frankie La Barbara; Butsko brought up the rear. The bridge jiggled wildly and swung from side to side as they moved across it, and with every step Bannon thought he'd fall through the open space to the rushing waters below. The bridge was shaped like a V, with a thick braiding of vines on the bottom and vine webbing up the sides to the two railings. The braided vines on the bottom twisted and wrenched from side to side violently as the men stepped across it, and it was difficult to see in the darkness.


  Bannon's worst fear came true: When he put his foot down, the braided vine wasn't there and one foot slipped through the opening. He fell to the side, and that made his other foot lose its grip. Clutching wildly at the vines, he caught himself before he dropped through the opening.


  His desperate movements nearly knocked Frankie La Barbara off the bridge. “Hey, what the fuck you doing?” Frankie said.


  “Shaddup!” Butsko told them.


  “I'm stuck!” Bannon said, struggling to get loose.


  Frankie bent over Bannon to help him, but then the bridge was jolted again by somebody else, and Frankie lost his balance. He fell over Bannon, muffled the scream in his throat, and reached out blindly for something—anything. His right hand caught a vine, but the rest of him fell through the hole. A split second later he was swinging in the air like a monkey, holding the vine desperately with his right hand.


  “You fuck-up!” Butsko growled, catching up with them. He reached down and grabbed Frankie, hauling him up. “Asshole!” Then he grabbed Bannon and pulled him to his feet. “Moron!”


  Bannon and Frankie sheepishly rearranged their equipment and set out across the bridge again. Peering ahead, they could see that Longtree was almost to the other side. Bannon hoped and prayed that no Japs were around. If any Japs fired at them, it would be a disaster.


  


  Step by step the soldiers traversed the bridge. Longtree reached the other side and bounded into the foliage, taking cover as Butsko had ordered. Hotshot was next and he dived underneath a bush, holding his M 1 rifle ready, looking back to see how the others were doing.


  Homer Gladley made it to safety a few moments later, followed by the Reverend Billie Jones. Next came Bannon and Frankie La Barbara, both of them afflicted with fresh bruises and rope burns, and finally Butsko jumped from the bridge to the hill, burrowing into the underbrush.


  They lay still for several moments as the bridge swung from side to side in the moonlight. Butsko heard nothing except the usual racket that the bugs and birds made.


  “Okay,” he said, “let's move it out.”


  Once more Longtree took the point and the recon platoon hit the trail. It was eleven o'clock in the evening and they were getting tired, but Butsko wanted to make contact with the Japanese encampment before dawn. The trail snaked through the forest and they moved along cautiously, because they knew that Japs were on that side of the river in force.


  Shortly after midnight they came to another trail, and Butsko had to decide which way to go. He took out his map and compass, got underneath his poncho, turned on his flashlight, and tried to reach a sensible decision, but one path looked as good as the other to him.


  He turned off the flashlight and threw off the poncho. “Longtree!”


  “Hup, Sarge!”


  “See if you can figure out which of those trails is getting the most action.”


  Longtree got down on his hands and knees and examined the footprints on the trails. It soon became clear to him that the trail on the right had been used the most. He told this to Butsko, who sent them down the trail.


  They'd traveled only a half-mile when Longtree heard a Japanese patrol coming toward them. He signaled back, and the GIs took cover in the bushes. Several minutes later the Japanese patrol came by, and Butsko wanted to mow them all down, but that would tip off the other Japs that the recon platoon was on New Georgia. He didn't want them to know anything until the ammo dump was blown up.


  After the Japanese patrol was out of sight and hearing range, the recon platoon returned to the trail. They walked on it for another mile, and then Longtree came to an intersection with three other trails. He got down and examined the trails; all three of them had gotten a lot of use lately.


  “I don't know which would be best,” Longtree told Butsko.


  Butsko didn't know, either, but he figured either one of them would do. Obviously they were getting closer to the Jap encampment, and sooner or later they'd have to run into it.


  Butsko pointed to the center trail. “That way.”


  Longtree took the point again and they moved down the trail. It was straight for twenty yards and then turned sharply to the right. Longtree swung around the corner and suddenly had the eerie feeling that something was wrong.


  “Yuto?” said a voice in the darkness.


  Longtree stopped cold, and his heart pounded like the engine of a motorcycle.


  “Yuto?”


  Longtree knew he had to get that son of a bitch before he started screaming for help. He walked toward the voice, as he heard the sound of the recon platoon coming up fast behind him. The shit was going to hit the fan any moment if he didn't do something quickly.


  “Gunso?”


  Longtree saw the rough outline of a figure in front of him and lunged at it, swinging the butt of his submachine gun around. It connected with the Jap's head and the Jap let out a gurgle as he dropped to the ground. Longtree grabbed him underneath his arms and dragged him into the bushes.


  The recon platoon approached with Butsko in front.


  “In here,” Longtree said.


  Butsko stooped, turned, and headed for the bushes. “What the fuck are you doing?”


  “Shhhhh.”


  Butsko looked down and saw the unconscious Jap. Longtree took out his jungle knife and calmly slit the Jap's throat.


  “Where'd he come from?” Butsko asked.


  


  “I was walking along and I ran into the son of a bitch.”


  Just then they heard a voice in the woods not too far away. Then they heard another voice.


  “Uh-oh,” Butsko whispered.


  The GIs heard the voices and dropped down, moving into the bushes at the side of the road. Butsko wondered if they'd stumbled onto the Japanese encampment. He and the others couldn't go anywhere until they found out what was in the woods over there.


  “Longtree, check that out.”


  “Yo.”


  Longtree crawled into the jungle, heading toward the sound of the voices. As he moved along he heard more Japanese conversation. The Japanese soldiers made no effort to muffle their voices; evidently they had no idea that Americans could be in the vicinity.


  Longtree came to the edge of a clearing, and the long barrel of an antiaircraft gun came into view, silhouetted against the night sky. So that's it, Longtree thought. We've walked into an artillery emplacement. He reconnoitered the area and his evaluation was confirmed. There was just one gun and one crew to man it. The main Japanese encampment must be nearby, and when the American planes came to bomb, these antiaircraft gunners tried to shoot them down.


  Longtree crawled back to Butsko and told him what he'd discovered. Butsko was tempted to go in with his men and wipe out the gun emplacement, but he couldn't try fancy stuff like that until he'd got his main objective—the cave filled with ammo—out of the way.


  “Okay,” he whispered, “we're gonna have to stay off the trail from now on. The Jap camp is somewhere around here and we'll probe for it.” He pointed straight ahead. “Longtree, you go that way and see if you can find it.” He moved his finger forty-five degrees to the left. “Bannon, you reconnoiter over there.” He turned toward the right. “Frankie, you go this way. And for Chrissakes, be careful, all of you. Got it?”


  Longtree, Bannon, and Frankie La Barbara nodded.


  “We'll all meet at the last trail intersection at oh-two-hundred hours. Don't get lost. Move it out.”


  


  The three designated soldiers moved off into the jungle, heading in the directions indicated by Butsko. They faded into the night and Butsko brought the rest of the men back to the last trail intersection and then into the jungle nearby, where they'd hide and wait for the others to return.


  Frankie was surprised that Butsko had selected him for the reconnaissance job, because Butsko never had told him to do anything on his own before. Now it was weird to be alone in the jungle, with no boss, no buddies, and only his submachine gun and knife to keep him company.


  He slipped through the jungle silently, holding his submachine gun in both hands, stopping every ten paces to listen and look around. He was tempted to move quickly and get his job over with, but if he moved quickly, he'd make too much noise. However, if he was too cautious, he wouldn't cover enough ground and get back in time.


  A half hour later he came upon another antiaircraft battery and he circled around it noiselessly, hearing the soldiers in their bunker telling stories and laughing like a bunch of GIs. The jungle was still noisy with insects and birds, and occasionally in the distance he could hear a wild dog barking at the moon, but gradually Frankie became aware of new sounds.


  At first they were like the ordinary sounds of the jungle, but as he moved forward he realized he was hearing men's voices and the engines of vehicles. Then he saw dots of light in the jungle ahead. Getting down on his stomach, he crawled forward and the light became brighter. The jungle was glowing straight ahead, and after another hundred yards he realized he was approaching the Japanese encampment.


  He slowed down because he knew guards must be in the vicinity. Creeping silently along, he saw electric light bulbs on top of poles. He heard a truck drive from left to right in front of him. There's got to be a guard someplace around here, Frankie thought. I'd better be careful. He crawled forward, digging his elbows and knees into the ground, and as he drew closer to the light he saw the encampment take shape in front of him.


  It was easy to see because so many lights were on. Evidently the Japanese soldiers felt safe; if they heard American planes coming they could douse the lights. Frankie lay underneath a bush at the edge of the gigantic clearing and looked around for guards but couldn't see any near him. Several wood shacks were in the clearing, and there was one large building with trucks and jeeplike vehicles outside; it must be the motor pool. Behind the clearing was a mountain, and Frankie knew from the briefing on Guadalcanal that somewhere in that mountain was the ammo dump.


  Frankie felt proud of himself for finding the Japanese camp. Butsko would be happy when he reported its location. Maybe Butsko would remember and make him a corporal when they got back to Guadalcanal. Frankie hoped Bannon and Longtree wouldn't find the camp. Frankie wanted all the glory for himself.


  Frankie pulled back out of the bush, and just then a small car appeared on a road that entered the clearing from the jungle. The car drove into the clearing and stopped in front of one of the buildings. The rear door opened and a soldier jumped out, running up the steps of the building.


  He's in an awful hurry, Frankie thought. I wonder what's eating him.


  Inside the building, seated behind his desk, was Major Hiroyuki Uchida, reading a novel called Udekurabe, the romantic tale of a geisha who falls in love with one of her patrons. Uchida had first read the novel as a student at the university in Kyoto, for the novel was quite old, published in 1918, but the supply of books was meager on New Georgia, and Major Uchida had to make the most of what was available.


  Major Uchida was a stout middle-aged officer with a thin mustache, the kind of reader who could become so immersed in a book that he forgot where he was. The shack that was his headquarters and office had disappeared, and he was in the Shimbashi geisha quarter of Tokyo, hearing the koto music, smelling the fish and chicken roasting in the restaurants, and looking at the beautiful geisha girls walking along, fanning their powdered faces.


  


  There was a knock on the door. For a moment Major Uchida was confused; he didn't know where he was. Blinking his eyes, he looked up from his desk and saw the photograph of the Emperor hanging on the wall. “Come in!”


  The door was flung open and Lieutenant Ejiro Karuma burst into the office. Twenty-one years old, thin as a rail, and nervous as a squirrel, he stood at attention in front of Major Uchida's desk and saluted.


  “Sir,” he said, “a soldier with the Third Antiaircraft Battery has been found stabbed to death!”


  “Who did it?” Major Uchida asked.


  “We don't know who did it.”


  “I imagine you'll have to conduct an investigation to see who killed him.”


  “An investigation?” Lieutenant Karuma asked incredulously. “But, sir, the man obviously was killed by enemy infiltrators! Who else would do such a thing? There probably are American commandos on this island even as we speak, and they might be close to this encampment.”


  “Nonsense,” replied Major Uchida. “If Americans were here, our patrols would have run into them by now. Our soldier was probably killed by someone in his unit, someone he'd quarreled with. Perhaps it was a gambling debt. Tomorrow you'll have plenty of time to get to the bottom of the matter. You shouldn't be so distraught, Lieutenant Karuma. This sort of thing happens all the time in the Army. You know how it is: Young men who are lonely and far away from home sometimes get a little rambunctious, and there are guns and knives lying all over the place. Calm down. Get some sleep. Tomorrow you'll find out it's just as I've said.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Anything else?”


  “No, sir.”


  “You may go.”


  Lieutenant Karuma saluted, turned, and marched out of the office. Uchida smiled as he lifted his book off the desk. Lieutenant Karuma was young and a little high-strung, but he'd learn. He'd be a good officer someday if he'd just settle down.


  


  Major Uchida focused on the page of his book, and the Shimbashi geisha quarter came back, with its atmosphere of love and intrigue, and the beautiful girls dancing in their long, flowing dresses.


  


  


  FIVE . . .


  Butsko and the recon platoon hid at the edge of the clearing and looked at the Japanese encampment that stretched before them. That was their objective; they'd finally made it, and they were only twenty-four hours behind schedule.


  Butsko peered through his binoculars at the hills and mountains behind the camp. The Air Corps observers had drawn a map that showed the location of the ammo dump relative to the buildings of the camp, and in the dim light of the electric bulbs Butsko could see the dark shadow that was the mouth of the cave. It was small and sandbagged, and the cliffs around it were pockmarked with bomb craters, but the American bombers had been unable to knock out such a small target.


  Butsko lowered his binoculars and wondered how to destroy the ammo dump. He would have to use the element of surprise, and that meant he'd have to stage the operation at night, but he just couldn't charge across the camp and up the side of the mountain. He'd have every Jap in the area after him before he and his men even got close to the cave.


  Somehow they'd have to sneak up on the cave, and the only way to do that would be to go up into those hills and then down at the cave. The Japs didn't have much security around the encampment, but surely they had guards at the cave. All armies guarded their ammo dumps.


  “We'll have to circle around the camp and climb that hill,” Butsko told his men. “I think the shortest way is to our right. Let's get going. Long tree, take the point.”


  It took them all night to work their way around the camp and get into the foothills. Just before dawn they found a flat area that was high and dry in a part of the jungle where the foliage wasn't thick and there weren't many bugs. They ate K rations for breakfast and looked like jungle creatures themselves, for they were filthy and unshaven and their uniforms were worn and torn from contact with sharp branches and rocks.


  “You guys'll have all day tomorrow to sleep,” Butsko told them, as he chewed on a K ration cracker. “Tomorrow night we'll move out again, and we ought to reach that ammo dump around midnight. We'll blow it up and then get the fuck off this shithole island, got it?”


  The men nodded as they munched their crackers and hoped it would all be as easy as Butsko said.


  The next day, while the soldiers from the recon platoon were sleeping, Lieutenant Karuma drove out to the antiaircraft installation where the soldier had been knifed to death the night before. The gun crew was commanded by Sergeant Tadashi Shiba, a stern old career soldier, and Lieutenant Karuma interviewed Sergeant Shiba in the little hut where the sergeant lived with his men, all of whom had been told to get lost so Lieutenant Karuma and the sergeant could talk in peace.


  Lieutenant Karuma and Sergeant Shiba sat on tatami mats in the gloomy little hut, and Lieutenant Karuma offered the sergeant a cigarette, which the sergeant accepted.


  “Did the dead soldier have any enemies that you knew of?” Lieutenant Karuma asked, lighting Sergeant Shiba's cigarette with his lighter.


  Sergeant Shiba puffed the cigarette and blew smoke into the air. “None at all.”


  


  “You're sure?”


  “Sure I'm sure. Private Taiho was a very popular person.”


  “But perhaps someone owed him a lot of money?”


  “I don't believe so.”


  “I assume a certain amount of gambling took place here.”


  “Some.”


  “Did Private Taiho usually win when he gambled?”


  “Sometimes he won and sometimes he lost, like the rest of us.”


  “Hmmm.” Lieutenant Karuma puffed his cigarette. A suspicious person by nature, he was wondering if perhaps Sergeant Shiba had killed Private Taiho. Perhaps Lieutenant Karuma should question some of the other men in the gun crew.


  “May I ask a question, sir?” Sergeant Shiba said.


  “By all means.”


  “Why have you come here to inquire about whether or not someone owed Private Taiho money? Do you think one of us killed Private Taiho?”


  Lieutenant Karuma took a drag on his cigarette. “It's possible.”


  “But, sir,” said Sergeant Shiba, “Private Taiho was killed by natives.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Because we found footprints of American boots in the mud near where Private Taiho was killed, and as you know, many of the natives on this island have been supplied with weapons and equipment by the Americans.”


  Lieutenant Karuma leaned toward Sergeant Shiba, his eyes wide open. “You're sure those footprints were made by American combat boots!”


  “Yes, sir. They were nothing at all like the footprints made by the boots we wear.”


  Lieutenant Karuma leaned back and was assailed by two waves of paranoia at the same time. He thought that Sergeant Shiba might be lying, and he also thought that American soldiers might be loose in the area as he'd originally feared.


  “Can I examine those footprints?” he asked.


  “Yes, sir. A lot of people have been tramping around out there, but some of them must be visible.”


  


  Lieutenant Karuma narrowed his eyes. “I don't suppose you've been doing any of that tramping around out there, have you Sergeant Shiba?”


  “Why, yes, sir, I have. I'm in charge here, you know, and I had to examine the area.”


  “How very convenient for you.”


  “What do you mean, sir?”


  “It afforded you an excellent opportunity to obscure the tracks.”


  “Why would I want to do that?”


  “Never mind. Please take me to that area at once!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Both men rose, put on their hats, and marched out of the hut. They passed the antiaircraft gun, and the soldiers manning it looked at them curiously, wondering what was going on. They were all a little jumpy, because they realized any one of them could have had his throat cut the night before instead of Private Taiho.


  Lieutenant Karuma and Sergeant Shiba approached the spot on the muddy trail where Private Taiho was killed.


  “There are some of the footprints of American combat boots right there, sir,” Sergeant Shiba said, pointing.


  Lieutenant Karuma knelt down and examined the footprint.


  “Right next to it, sir, is the footprint of one of our boots.”


  Lieutenant Karuma could see the difference easily, but he wondered whether Sergeant Shiba might have an American boot stashed away someplace and had used it to cover up his crime.


  “There's another American footprint over here, sir.”


  Lieutenant Karuma got up to look and realized this boot was smaller than the other one. It was unlikely that Sergeant Shiba could have acquired two different boots and had saved them for months just so he could kill Private Taiho. That left only two possibilities. Either natives wearing American boots or American soldiers themselves had been passing through the area.


  What had they been up to?


  


  Butsko awoke at midday and growled like an angry bear, because he felt terrible. The atmosphere was hot and sticky, his mouth tasted like shit, and he had a headache.


  Rolling over, he saw the other men sprawled in the grass throughout the area, trying to sleep. Frankie La Barbara was sitting underneath a tree, smoking a cigarette. Butsko thought he'd have one, too, so he took one out from his pack of Luckies, lit it up, and walked toward the Japanese encampment in the valley. Leaning against a tree, he could see soldiers walking about and the Japanese flag waving on top of the flagpole.


  The sight of the flag made Butsko mad, because he'd been in the Philippines when the Japs attacked the islands in December of 1941, a few days after Pearl Harbor. Butsko had been among the embattled defenders of the Service Command Area on the Bataan Peninsula, had been taken prisoner by the Japanese, and was on the notorious Bataan Death March. Unlike many of his buddies, he'd survived it and had been a POW in a camp on northern Luzon for two months, where he was beaten by the Japanese nearly every day until he finally escaped in a boat and was picked up by natives who turned him over to the US Navy.


  Butsko had also been a POW for a short time on Guadalcanal, and the Japs had worked him over then too. Now he hated Japs with a passion, and he hated their ugly meatball flag. He ground his teeth together in rage as he thought of Japs punching and kicking him, laughing while they were doing it.


  Movement down in the encampment snapped him out of his reverie. It was a car speeding into the clearing, turning a corner on two wheels, and screeching to a halt in front of a building in the center of the camp, the same building that a vehicle had sped toward the night before.


  That must be where the head honcho lives, Butsko thought, taking a drag on his cigarette.


  Major Uchida lay on the cot in his office, smoking a cigarette and blowing smoke at the ceiling. He'd finished the book he was reading, and now there was nothing to do except daydream about beautiful geisha girls disrobing in front of him. He wished he could go to Tokyo on a furlough and walk through the Shimbashi quarter in a smartly tailored uniform. The geishas would swarm around him like bees around a flower, for he believed himself to be a handsome man. He closed his eyes and imagined himself lying in bed with a geisha and running his hands over her smooth skin while she kissed his lips and played with his dork.


  There was a knock on the door, and the beautiful geisha girl evaporated into the air.


  “Who is it?” he demanded.


  “Lieutenant Karuma.”


  Major Uchida frowned, because the young eager lieutenant always was bothering him about something. Captain Uchida sometimes thought that Lieutenant Karuma had a screw loose someplace inside his head.


  “Come in!” Major Uchida said, sitting up and straightening the front of his shirt.


  The door swung open and Lieutenant Karuma virtually leaped into the room. He looked at the desk, became confused because no one was sitting behind it, glanced around, and saw Major Uchida getting up from his cot.


  Lieutenant Karuma saluted. “Sorry to disturb you, sir, but I have important information! There are Americans on this island!”


  “Nonsense,” Major Uchida replied breezily, strolling across the room and dropping onto the chair behind his desk.


  “But I've seen the proof with my own eyes! There are the footprints of American combat boots around the spot where the artilleryman was stabbed last night!”


  Major Uchida narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure?”


  “Yes, sir. I saw them myself.”


  “You haven't been hallucinating, have you?”


  “If I have been, then the sergeant in charge of the artillery battery has been hallucinating too.”


  “I see. Very interesting. Hmmm. But I still don't think there are American soldiers on this island, because if there are, they would have done something by now.”


  “They have done something. They've killed one of our men.”


  “I mean something big.”


  


  “Maybe they haven't been here long enough to do something big.”


  “Have a seat, Lieutenant Karuma.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Lieutenant Karuma sat on one of the wicker chairs in front of the desk, and Major Uchida fingered his mustache thoughtfully. “They were probably natives wearing American combat boots. I wonder what they were up to.”


  “If they were natives, sir, I think we ought to round up about a dozen of them and kill them in a public place to set an example. We can't have natives wandering around in American combat boots killing our men.”


  “No, of course not,” Major Uchida agreed, “but I don't think it's a good idea to slaughter a dozen of them. That might make them angry and vindictive, and they might make more trouble for us than they have already.”


  “They should be permitted to get away with this, sir!”


  Lieutenant Karuma was extremely agitated, his eyes popping out of his head and his complexion blotchy. Major Uchida thought the young officer was on the verge of losing his mind.


  “Calm down, Lieutenant.”


  “We can't let them get away with this, sir!”


  “There's nothing we can do about it.”


  “We can kill some of them and set an example!” Lieutenant Karuma screamed.


  “Listen to me, Lieutenant,” Major Uchida said soothingly. “We're at war, and we have to expect casualties. There's nothing we can do to prevent casualties, but there is something we can do to keep casualties low. If we kill some natives in reprisal, they'll immediately kill more of my men, and then we'll kill more of them, and they'll kill more of us, and so forth. I want to keep the natives as quiet as we can. The man who was killed last night died due to his own incompetence. If he was a good soldier, he wouldn't let a native get that close to him. He should have challenged the native, and if the native didn't respond properly, he should have shot him down.”


  Lieutenant Karuma nodded in agreement. “That's true. The artilleryman deserved to die. But we can't let the natives get away with it!”


  


  “We'll pay them back some day in another way, but right now I don't want any more trouble on this island than I've got already.”


  “Actually, sir, to tell you the truth, I don't think it was a native who killed the artilleryman. I think it was an American soldier. I think there are large numbers of American soldiers on this island, preparing for an invasion.”


  “Nonsense.”


  “We must at least take precautions.”


  Major Uchida thought for a few moments. “The Americans are going to invade this island sooner or later; there's no doubt about that. But I doubt very much that American soldiers are here already. If they were, we would have known about it, believe me. However, I agree with you on one matter: We must take precautions. If natives are roaming around close to our camp, we'll have to be more careful. Double the guard and place the installation on alert. If any more natives feel like assaulting our soldiers, we'll be ready for them. Anything else?”


  “I still think there are Americans on this island, sir. I almost can smell them, sir.”


  “You're probably smelling your own armpits. It wouldn't hurt you to take a bath, Lieutenant Karuma, but first do as I've ordered.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Any questions?”


  “No, sir.”


  “You may leave.”


  Lieutenant Karuma stood, saluted, and marched out of the office.


  As night fell on New Georgia, Butsko stood behind a tree and looked down at the military installation through his binoculars. He'd seen a lot of activity throughout the afternoon but had no idea what it meant. Trucks had driven up and down the hill to the ammo dump, and he didn't know whether that was unusual. Soon, when it was completely dark, he'd lead his men across the hill system to the ammo dump, storm it, and blow it to high heaven.


  He returned to his men, who were eating the last of their K rations. Butsko sat next to his pack, took out his own last can, opened it up, and proceeded to gulp the beans down. Nearby Frankie, Bannon, and Homer Gladley were shooting craps for payday stakes. The Reverend Billie Jones was reading his Bible, his favorite pastime, and Butsko thought Jones ought to have it memorized by that time. Hotshot Stevenson, the best marksman in the recon platoon, had disassembled his M 1 and was cleaning it with a rag he'd brought along with him.


  Time passed slowly, and Butsko smoked the last of his cigarettes. He thought of Betty Crawford, the nurse at the hospital on New Caledonia, where he'd recuperated after taking a Jap slug in the chest. He'd had a brief bittersweet love affair with her and wondered what she was doing just then. She'd been a nice girl, clean and wholesome, maybe the best thing that had ever happened to him, but she was engaged to marry somebody else, and Butsko wasn't in her future at all. Butsko didn't think he was good enough for a nice girl like Betty Crawford, but often he thought about her anyway.


  Finally it was dark, but not dark enough to suit Butsko. No clouds were in the sky, and the half-moon shone too brightly, but it was time to move out.


  “Let's saddle up,” he said.


  The men grumbled as they got to their feet, and Frankie La Barbara put his dice away. They hoisted their packs to their backs and slung their submachine guns over their shoulders, checking their ammunition, making sure nothing was hanging loose.


  “Hit it,” said Butsko.


  They lined up and headed toward the ammo dump. It was tough going because they were on an incline. They had to hang onto branches to keep themselves from falling down, and it wasn't long before all of them had sore ankles from walking at a slant. They had to get down on their hands and knees in steep spots, while below them in the camp the light bulbs on the poles glared into the night.


  Often they glanced down into the camp, to see Japanese soldiers moving about or trucks driving around. It was peaceful and quiet down there, but it wouldn't stay peaceful for long. They expected to get near the ammo dump in about two hours, and then the fun would start. Their legs and backs ached due to the difficult terrain, and they hoped they'd have enough strength left to do the job when the time came to storm the cave.


  Lieutenant Karuma lived in a hut much smaller than Major Uchida's, and he was pacing the floor, balling up his fists and unballing them, in a state of mild frenzy because he felt deep in his bones that something terrible was going to happen that night.


  He thought Major Uchida was a fat old fool who didn't understand the seriousness of the situation on New Georgia. The Americans or natives were up to something—that much was clear—and they were awfully close to the encampment if they were able to kill that artilleryman the previous night. If Lieutenant Karuma had been in charge, he would have put about twenty natives before a firing squad to show them who was boss. And if there was another incident, he'd shoot forty of them. If you wanted to be effective with natives, you had to rule with an iron fist.


  And he wouldn't just double the guard; he'd triple it. He'd put the entire post on a war footing and send out more patrols to find the American soldiers or natives or whoever was out there. He'd post bulletins in all the villages that any natives who helped Americans would be shot, along with their entire families. Lieutenant Karuma believed Major Uchida was a weakling. He couldn't understand how he'd got his commission in the army. All he did was read novels and eat, and he was too fat already. Major Uchida wouldn't have lasted a week in the cadet detachment where Lieutenant Karuma had been trained.


  Lieutenant Karuma had been a sensitive young student before he'd become a cadet, but they'd beat that nonsense out of him pretty quickly. Tough sergeants clobbered the cadets with clubs almost daily, and a number of cadets had committed suicide because it was too much for them. But Karuma had held out to the end and never buckled once. In addition to the punishment, they had to attend numerous classes and get high grades on examinations. Meticulous inspections were held every morning, and often the cadets had to perform backbreaking labor all night. The beatings were unmerciful. Karuma had been knocked cold many times, and he was slightly deaf in his left ear. It was believed that such training produced tough officers capable of handling any hardship, and that was true, but unfortunately it didn't encourage flexible independent behavior. It wasn't supposed to. An officer like Lieutenant Karuma was supposed to obey orders and fight to the death, and that was all.


  Lieutenant Karuma held his hands behind his back and paced back and forth like a tiger in a cage, feeling angry and frustrated, almost wishing that something would happen so that he could take action.


  “I know there are Americans around here,” he muttered. “I can smell them.”


  Shortly before midnight Butsko and his men came within attack range of the ammo dump. They knelt in the bushes and Butsko studied it through his binoculars. The light was poor, but he could see the mouth of the cave piled high with sandbags except for an opening the size of a door, where soldiers could pass in and out easily. Evidently the Japs wanted to protect the ammo dump from bombs, but they never dreamed a squad of American soldiers would try to assault it.


  Butsko lowered his binoculars. “Okay,” he said, “this is the way it's going to be. Stevenson will stay here, and the rest of us will get as close to the cave as we can. Then Bannon will go forward and lob a hand grenade over the sandbags. The explosion will be the signal to attack. Stevenson will shoot out the lights down there, and the rest of us will charge the cave with grenades. We'll throw them all inside, and after they go off we storm the cave. We'll go in there with all guns firing, and for Chrissakes make sure you don't shoot me or any of our own people. I don't know how many Japs are up there, but I don't think there's many. After we wipe them out we set the charges and get the fuck out of there. Any questions?”


  Nobody said anything.


  “Let's go,” Butsko said.


  Hotshot Stevenson crawled through the brush, looking for a good spot for sharpshooting, while the others headed toward the mouth of the cave. He found a place that had a clear view of the camp below and was shielded by the wide trunk of a tree. Kneeling behind the tree, he took off his pack and removed his special Gl-issue sunglasses. Then he lay on his belly, wrapped the rifle strap around his arm for steadiness, put on the sunglasses, and took aim at the nearest light bulb.


  The light seared his eyeballs even with the sunglasses, but he was able to draw a clear bead on it. Lowering the rifle, he adjusted the sights for three hundred yards and zero windage, because not even the faintest breeze was blowing. He raised the M 1 to his shoulder again and took aim. His arm and hands were steady and he saw no problems. He lowered the rifle again, made sure the clip of ammo was in tight, and waited for the signal to start firing.


  Meanwhile Butsko and the others were crawling toward the mouth of the cave. -As they drew closer they could see four guards sitting on the ground in front of the sandbags, talking with each other, not being very vigilant. Butsko motioned for his men to gather around.


  “Change of plans,” Butsko said. “I didn't see those Japs up there before. We'll crawl as close as we can, and when I give the signal we'll grenade them. Then we'll charge up there, finish them off, and throw our grenades inside the cave. Everybody understand that?”


  The men nodded.


  “Let's go.”


  They crept forward slowly, gritting their teeth and making every effort to be silent. Gradually they closed the distance between them and the cave. They could hear the voices of the soldiers outside who were smoking cigarettes and joking around.


  Bannon picked twigs out of his path and threw them to the side, so they wouldn't crackle as he passed over them. Carefully he pushed branches away and then let them return easily to their original position. He raised most of his weight off the ground and traveled on his hands, knees, and toes. A huge insect buzzed round his head, and he tried to pay no attention to it.


  Then an insect landed on his neck. It was a big nasty wasp. Bannon moved his hand to brush it away, and the wasp became frightened. The wasp did the only thing it knew how to do: it sank its long stinger into Bannon's soft flesh.


  Bannon's eyes rolled into his head and he bit his lower lip so he wouldn't scream. The pain was so intense he thought he'd faint. He smashed the wasp with the palm of his hand, and it became gunky and crinkly, but the sting stayed inside his flesh and hurt like hell. There was nothing he could do about it. He had to go on.


  He continued crawling along the ground and felt as if someone had rammed a bayonet into the back of his head. Butsko held up his hand and everybody stopped. Butsko yanked a hand grenade from his lapel and pulled the pin. Bannon and the others did the same thing. They looked ahead at the Japanese guards, who now were no more than twenty yards away across an open stretch of ground. The GIs were at the edge of the jungle, hiding behind leaves and branches. Bannon's head throbbed painfully. Of all the fucking times to get stung by a wasp!


  Butsko drew back his arm and glanced to his left and right. Bannon and the others also prepared to throw their grenades. When Butsko saw all of them were ready, he turned and looked again at the Japanese guards at the mouth of the cave, took a deep breath, and heaved his hand grenade.


  The others let their hand grenades fly a split second later, and the little black pineapples sailed through the air. The Japanese soldiers continued talking and messing around and then suddenly snapped to when they heard the grenades drop onto the ground all around them. One of the grenades landed on a Jap's shoulder and bounced off.


  The Japs were taken completely by surprise. At first they didn't know what was happening, and then, when they realized live grenades were lying on the ground all around them, they became horrified. It took a few seconds for full awareness of the situation to sink in, and then the grenades exploded with a concatenation of mighty roars.


  The side of the mountain became alit with a reddish-orange flash, and the Japanese guards were blown to bloody bits. The explosion echoed across the valley and Butsko jumped to his feet, holding his submachine gun in both hands, charging toward the mouth of the cave.


  “Hit it!”


  The others followed him, some on his left and some on his right. Bannon was so excited he couldn't even feel the stinger in his neck. He held the butt of his submachine gun tightly to his hip and pulled the trigger, spraying bullets around the mangled torsos of the dead Japs, while bullets from the other machine guns flew through the air also, making a deadly hail in front of the bunker.


  A Jap raised his head behind the sandbags, and Butsko hit him in the face with a burst of .45-caliber bullets. Another Jap looked up to see what was going on and Frankie La Barbara splattered his skull like a rotten watermelon. The GIs charged the mouth of the cave, firing every step of the way.


  “Get down!” Butsko screamed.


  The soldiers dived to the ground and tore hand grenades from their lapels. They pulled the pins, hurled the grenades into the cave, and then got low to the ground, their hearts beating wildly.


  Barrrrooooommmmm!


  The grenades detonated and smoke poured out of the mouth of the cave. The force of the explosion knocked over sandbags and nearly obliterated the Japanese guards who were inside the cave.


  “Over the top!” Butsko yelled.


  The men jumped to their feet and rushed toward the mouth of the cave. They could hear Japanese soldiers shouting hysterically deep inside it. Bannon and Frankie La Barbara charged the doorlike opening, and the others leaped over the mangled sandbags.


  Meanwhile, fifty yards away, Hotshot Stevenson lay with his M 1 braced against his shoulder. He'd just heard the first grenade blast and was aiming at one of the big electric lights on the top of a pole. He took a deep breath, held the rifle steady, and squeezed the trigger.


  Blam!


  The light went out and that part of the camp was plunged into darkness. Hotshot moved his rifle a few inches to the left, lined up the sights on another light bulb, and squeezed the trigger.


  Blam!


  The light bulb shattered and darkness descended on that part of the camp. Hotshot swung the rifle to the left and noticed a figure run out of the main building in the camp, the building Butsko thought was the camp headquarters. Hotshot was under orders only to shoot out the lights, but that Jap down there might be an officer, and Hotshot didn't like officers. He steadied the sights on the officer and saw that he was a stout man, puzzlement on his face, looking to his left, where more explosions were taking place in the cave. Hotshot lined his sights up on him.


  Blam!


  The officer clutched his chest, faltered, and fell to the ground. Hotshot smiled as he moved his rifle to the right and aimed at the third light.


  Lieutenant Karuma was pacing back and forth in his hut, worrying and gnashing his teeth, when the first explosions went off. He jumped two feet in the air. In an instant he realized that all his worst paranoid fantasies were coming true.


  “What's going on?” he screamed. “Who's there?”


  He grabbed his helmet, slammed it on his head, pulled his samurai sword out of his scabbard, and ran out the front door. He jumped down the stoop and landed on the ground just as another light was shot out over the camp.


  “Take cover!” Lieutenant Karuma yelled. “We're under attack!”


  Lieutenant Karuma crouched low, narrowed his eyes, and tried to see where the main American effort was coming from. His eyes fell on a crumpled body in front of Major Uchida's hut. No, thought Lieutenant Karuma. It can't be. Waving his sword in the air, he ran toward the body, and when he was halfway there he heard a rifle shot far in the distance, and simultaneously the last floodlight went out, making the encampment dark except for lights in the windows of the barracks.


  “All lights out! Form skirmish lines! Prepare for attack!”


  


  Lieutenant Karuma reached the body of Major Uchida and bent over him. Major Uchida lay still on his stomach in a widening pool of blood. Lieutenant Karuma turned him over onto his back and saw Major Uchida's shirt soaked with blood. Major Uchida's eyes were wide open and staring, and blood trickled out the corner of his mouth. Lieutenant Karuma felt his pulse; there wasn't even a little quiver.


  Lieutenant Karuma's head was spinning. Everything was happening too fast and he had no one to tell him what to do. Then it dawned on him that with Major Uchida dead he had become commanding officer of the outpost. Lieutenant Karuma tried to focus his thoughts and take appropriate action. He looked around and saw his men pouring out of their barracks, forming skirmish lines, as he'd ordered. But where were the Americans? He heard automatic weapons fire and explosions echoing across the valley, but didn't know where the trouble was coming from.


  It was too dark for him to see the smoke billowing out of the ammunition dump, but as his eyes scanned the night, he perceived red flashes coming from that direction. The red flashes were obviously muzzle blasts, and Lieutenant Karuma was stunned by the realization that someone, probably Americans, was attacking the ammunition dump.


  Lieutenant Karuma jumped to his feet and pointed his sword to the cave. “That way!” he yelled. “To the ammunition dump!”


  Lieutenant Karuma swung his sword over his head and ran toward the mountain. The men in his new command got to their feet and followed him.


  Butsko and his men charged past the sandbags and entered the cave with guns blazing. Here and there were small pools of burning kerosene from oil lamps that had been knocked over by the explosions. The fires cast eerie oscillating shadows on the walls of the cave, and mutilated Japanese soldiers lay everywhere, their blood splattered on the dark craggy walls.


  The recon platoon charged over the flaming pools, firing their submachine guns deep into the cave, trying to see what was going on in its recesses. A Jap poked his head around a corner and the Reverend Billie Jones pulled the trigger of his submachine gun, blowing the Jap's head off his shoulders.


  “Hold your fire!” Butsko said, because he didn't want a stray bullet to set off the explosives in the cave.


  They let go of their triggers and the cave suddenly became silent. They were all tense, poised on the balls of their feet, ready to shoot anything that moved.


  “Bannon,” said Butsko, “take the flashlight out of my pack and point it up there.”


  Bannon moved behind Butsko and loosened the straps on his pack. Just then a white piece of cloth and a hand appeared from behind a bend deeper in the cave.


  “Come on out of there!” Butsko shouted.


  The hand became elongated into an arm, and then a Japanese soldier appeared, a terrified expression on his face and blood oozing from a cut on his cheek, where he'd evidently been grazed by shrapnel. Behind him limped another soldier whose arm was dangling by a few tendons.


  “Frankie, take care of ‘em!”


  Frankie smiled at the Japanese soldiers and motioned with his hand for them to step forward. They smiled and bowed, happy to be receiving polite treatment, and made their way toward the center of the cave.


  “A little more,” Frankie said.


  The Japanese soldiers couldn't understand English, but they could figure out what he meant. They advanced, and Frankie suddenly raised his submachine gun, pulling the trigger. The cave filled with the sound of thunder and the big .45-caliber bullets tore the two Japanese soldiers apart. They sprawled backward and fell down. Bannon pulled the flashlight out of Butsko's pack, turned it on, and shone it deep into the cave.


  “You go first,” Butsko told him. “We'll cover you.”


  Bannon didn't like walking into the unknown with a flashlight to make him a big, bright target, but somebady had to do it. He walked forward cautiously, waving the flashlight from side to side, trying to illuminate every nook and cranny.


  Something twitched in the darkness, and Bannon turned the flashlight on it, while in unison the other men fired their submachine guns wildly at the movement. Bannon held the flash-light steady and saw a Japanese soldier peppered with holes drop to his knees, blood burbling out of his mouth. Homer Gladley gave him a final burst for good measure, and another Japanese soldier went to meet his ancestors.


  The GIs continued to advance into the cave and around the next bend found what they were looking for: stacked crates filled with ammunition, guns, grenades, artillery shells, and all the other explosive materials needed to wage war.


  Butsko didn't have to give the order; they all knew what they had to do. Homer Gladley had been carrying TNT and percussion caps in his pack, and the Reverend Billie Jones took them out. He handed one bundle of TNT and a cap to Frankie La Barbara and carried the other bundle toward the crates of ammunition.


  Butsko attacked the crates with his jungle knife, prying open the covers, looking for something with a lot of gunpowder, while Bannon held the flashlight steady. This section of the cave was gigantic, with crates lined up as far as Bannon could see. Evidently it was the main cache of arms for Japanese soldiers on that side of New Georgia, and it would be awfully hard for them to stop the American invasion without it.


  “Here's something good,” Butsko said, looking down into a crate of artillery shells. “Bring one of those charges over here.”


  Frankie clambered up and proceeded to arm his TNT, while Butsko made his way to the other side of the cavern and opened a box containing hand grenades.


  “Bring the other one over here.”


  Billie Jones jumped onto a crate of machine gun bullets and crawled toward the crate Butsko indicated, while Butsko jumped down.


  “Set the fuses for five minutes!” Butsko said.


  Frankie La Barbara and Billie Jones trimmed the fuses and set the blasting caps. They heard running footsteps behind them and everybody reached for his gun, but it was only Hotshot Stevenson.


  “Japs are headed this way!” he said. “You'd better hurry up!”


  “You heard him!” Butsko shouted. “Let's go!”


  Frankie and Billie worked feverishly. They'd practiced their demolition techniques on Guadalcanal under the watchful eye of an instructor from the Combat Engineers, and it didn't take them long. Frankie finished first and looked at Butsko.


  “I'm ready,” he said.


  Butsko turned to Billie, who was putting the finishing touches on his work.


  “Me too,” said Billie.


  “Light ‘em up,” Butsko told them.


  The men took out their cigarette lighters and ignited the fuses, then jumped down from the crates of ammunition.


  “Let's get out of here!” Butsko said.


  They ran toward the entrance of the cave as the fuses sizzled and threw red sparks into the air. Bannon jumped over the bodies of the Japanese soldiers who'd tried to surrender to Frankie La Barbara. He tripped over a Japanese helmet but didn't fall, and a few steps after that he came to the mouth of the cave.


  He was the first one there and ran outside through an opening in the sandbags. He smelled the pungent air of the jungle and saw the half-moon in the sky and the darkened encampment below. Butsko joined him, along with Frankie La Barbara and Homer Gladley.


  “That way!” said Butsko, pointing toward the left.


  Bannon's eyes were adjusting to the outside, and he thought he saw movement in the trees farther down the hill. “Somebody's coming!” he said.


  “Where?” asked Butsko.


  Bannon pointed. “Down there.”


  Beaaannngggggg—a bullet ricocheted off a rock beside Hotshot Stevenson, and he jumped into the air.


  “Let's go!” Butsko said.


  A fusillade erupted down the hill, and bullets flew all around the men of the recon platoon as they ran toward the trees, which only were a short distance away. In seconds they were safe where the Japanese soldiers couldn't see them, protected by the thick trunks of trees. Butsko stopped and turned around.


  “I hope those fuses blow before the Japs get to them,” he said.


  “Any minute now,” Frankie La Barbara replied.


  


  “We'd better stay here and keep those Japs out of the cave. Open fire when I give you the word.”


  The men lay on their bellies behind the trees and worked the bolts of their submachine guns. They could see the terrain in front of the cave clearly from where they were, but they couldn't see very far down the hill. They could hear the Japanese soldiers shouting, though. It wouldn't be long before they came into view.


  Lieutenant Karuma rushed up the hill in front of his men, brandishing his samurai sword, his mind wild with conjecture. He tripped over a vine and fell on his face, but got up quickly and continued running.


  “There they are!” somebody shouted.


  Lieutenant Karuma looked and saw American soldiers pouring out of the cave. “Open fire!” he screamed.


  His men raised their rifles and fired at the Americans, who swerved to the side and headed toward the jungle.


  “Charge!” screamed Lieutenant Karuma.


  He slipped on a patch of mud and fell down again, nearly decapitating the soldier to his left, but was helped to his feet by an old sergeant and bounded forward to lead the charge. Lieutenant Karuma's teeth were bared and a bit of froth was on his lower lip. His eyes glowered with rage as he rushed up the hill, anxious to get into the cave. The Americans must have placed explosive charges in there; there was no other reason for them to assault the ammunition dump, and Lieutenant Karuma wanted to disarm the explosives before they went off.


  He knew that the explosives might detonate while he was in the cave, and he might be killed, but he didn't care about his own life. He only cared about serving his Emperor. It would be a glorious thing to die for the Emperor. An officer could ask for nothing more.


  Ahead he saw the mouth of the cave. It was only fifteen yards away, up a steep incline. He was almost there. Maybe he could save the ammunition.


  Then suddenly automatic weapons fire opened up in the jungle to Lieutenant Karuma's right, and the air filled with zinging bullets, which cut down some of his men. The rest of them dropped down to their bellies, but Lieutenant Karuma was a maniac and he continued his rush toward the mouth of the cave, not caring about his life, eager to save the ammunition. Bullets whizzed around him, but miraculously none hit him. He was only a few feet from the mouth of the cave when the fuses inside sizzled into the blasting caps and set them off.


  The ground shook so violently beneath Lieutenant Karuma's feet that he lost his balance, while at the same time he heard the loudest and most painful sound of his life. It sounded as if the heavens had opened up and all the gods were roaring at once. Lieutenant Karuma fell to the side as a gigantic tongue of flame roared over his head and singed his hair and eyebrows. The whole mountain shook, and Lieutenant Karuma thought for a moment that the world was coming to an end. Bolts of lightning shot out through fissures in the mountain, and huge chunks of rock were blown loose, rolling down the hill toward Lieutenant Karuma and his men.


  The explosions seemed to go on forever, as each explosion set off more explosions. Machine-gun bullets shot around inside their crates, while huge numbers of artillery shells blasted away the interior of the cave, weakening the walls, threatening the structural integrity of the mountain. Lieutenant Karuma thought the horror would never stop. He looked up and saw a huge boulder six feet wide rolling toward him, and he dodged out of the way. The boulder crushed several of his men as it thundered down the hill, and then Lieutenant Karuma looked up to see another boulder, twice as big as the other one, heading toward him.


  Lieutenant Karuma screamed and tried to get away. So did many of his men, but not all of them made it. The boulder rolled over them and crushed their bones as it careened down the hill. And the explosions continued. A huge pile of explosives being stockpiled for use by Japanese engineering soldiers blew up at the same time and exploded a hole in the side of the mountain. The top of the mountain danced around and trembled as the explosions went on and on. Tracer bullets fired out through holes in the side of the mountain and made beautiful orange arcs in the white sky. A rock the size of a grapefruit fell to earth a few inches from Lieutenant Karuma's head, scaring the shit out of him. There was noplace for him to run and noplace to hide. It was the most horrific experience of his life, and it seemed as though it would never stop.


  But finally it did stop, very suddenly, just when Lieutenant Karuma was certain he was going to die. There was silence for a few moments, and then the weakened walls of the mountain caused it to collapse. The walls caved in, and Lieutenant Karuma felt himself being swallowed up by the ground. He clawed and struggled to break loose, managed to do so, and ran a few steps; then the ground opened up beneath him again. He shrieked in terror and pumped his legs as he tried to break away.


  The mountain rumbled as it settled down, and smoke wafted out of the many holes in its crust. Lieutenant Karuma worked his way out of the rock and clods of earth, looked around, and realized the mountain had stopped moving. There was silence. The ordeal was over.


  He couldn't find his hat and didn't know what had happened to his samurai sword. All around him men were screaming in pain. He looked up the hill and, because of the mist and smoke, couldn't even see the spot where the cave had been. Enough ammunition had been up there to supply a small army for sixty days of intensive combat, and now it was all gone.


  Those filthy Americans, Lieutenant Karuma thought, balling up his fists. They're still on this island someplace, and I'm going to hunt them down if it's the last thing I do.


  


  


  SIX . . .


  A half hour later Lieutenant Karuma and his men were back in camp, walking across the clearing toward the buildings, the healthy carrying the wounded. Lieutenant Karuma approached Major Uchido's office and saw the major lying stiffly on the ground, rigor mortis setting in.


  “Sergeant Shinko!” shouted Lieutenant Karuma.


  “Yes, sir!”


  “Have Major Uchido taken to the hospital!”


  “What for, sir? He's already dead!”


  “Do as I say!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lieutenant Karuma bounded up the steps to Major Uchido's headquarters, paused for a moment, and looked at the mountain. Smoke trailed up into the moonlit sky from its holes; it had shrunken quite a bit from what it was previously. Lieutenant Karuma was still shaken by what had happened up there. He considered himself extremely fortunate to be alive.


  He entered Major Uchido's office, lit his cigarette lighter, and touched its flame to the wick in the kerosene lamp on Major Uchido's desk. The room brightened as Lieutenant Karuma looked around at books, magazines, correspondence, and communiques. It's all mine now, Lieutenant Karuma thought. I'm in charge here now.


  He sat behind the desk and felt power surge inside him. He'd saluted Major Uchido in this chair many times, and now he was sitting in it, the temporary commander of the base, and maybe if he was persuasive he could remain commander.


  He picked up the telephone and told the operator to connect him with Colonel Nishikawa at the Japanese headquarters on New Georgia, located at Munda Point on the other end of the island. While waiting for the connection to go through, Lieutenant Karuma looked at the photograph of Major Uchida's wife and children in a gold frame on the desk. Major Uchida's wife was on the heavy side, just like Major Uchida had been, although Lieutenant Karuma thought her rather attractive. The children were smiling happily, but soon they'd have something to cry about.


  Finally Colonel Nishikawa came on the phone. “What is it?” he said testily, because he'd been preparing to go to bed when the call had come through.


  “This is Lieutenant Karuma in the Vanguna Valley, sir, and I thought I'd better...”


  “Come to the point!” Colorel Nishikawa said impatiently.


  “Major Uchida is dead and our ammunition dump has been demolished,” Lieutenant Karuma told him.


  “What!”


  “Major Uchida is dead, and our...”


  “I heard you the first time!”


  Lieutenant Karuma furrowed his brows. He hadn't done anything wrong and already Colonel Nishikawa was mad at him. He wanted to justify has actions but was afraid to open his mouth.


  “Lieutenant Karuma?” said Colonel Nishikawa.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You're absolutely sure these things have happened?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You're sure you're not mistaken?”


  “No, sir.”


  


  Colonel Nishikawa moaned. “I don't believe it. Are you sure all the ammunition is destroyed?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Well, tell me what happened, and please be as brief as you can.”


  “Yes, sir.” Lieutenant Karuma proceeded to describe the events of the evening: how he'd heard rifle fire and explosions, found Major Uchida shot to death, led his men to the ammunition dump, and so forth. He related only the important highlights of the ordeal, leaving out many of the gruesome details, but managed to make himself sound good as he described how he had rallied his men and tried to save the ammunition.


  “But you failed,” Colonel Nishikawa said.


  “Unfortunately, yes,” Lieutenant Karuma agreed. “However, it wasn't my fault. Major Uchida was much too lax on security matters, if you will permit me to say so, sir. Many times I complained to him about this problem and urged him to get tougher with the natives in the area, to no avail. Why, only last night one of our artillerymen was stabbed to death by someone wearing American combat boots, and Major Uchida failed to take any action beyond doubling the guard and sending out a few more patrols than usual.”


  “What did you expect him to do, put the camp on a full military footing?”


  Lieutenant Karuma wanted to say that was exactly what he would have done, but thought better of it. “It seems to me this catastrophe could have been avoided if we'd been more vigilant, sir.”


  “That's true. I can't understand how American soldiers could have blown up that dump. Ammunition on this island will be in very short supply now. If the American invasion came tomorrow, we'd be in serious difficulty.”


  “Sir,” said Lieutenant Karuma, his paranoia kicking in like high-octane aviation fuel, “maybe the invasion is coming tomorrow.”


  “What!”


  “Why else would they blow up the ammunition dump tonight? I think we should take full precautions.”


  “Maybe you're right. Put your camp on the full military alert. Post lookouts along the beaches in your sector. Beware of acts of sabotage by the natives. Any questions?”


  “What about ammunition, sir? We only have ammunition for, I'd estimate, two or three days of fighting.”


  ‘Tomorrow I'll ship you ammunition from here.”


  “And what about the Americans who blew up the ammo dump? What should I do about them?”


  “How do you know they were Americans?”


  “They wore American army uniforms and they looked like Americans.”


  “They could have been natives in American army uniforms, but that doesn't matter. Go after them. Track them down. If you can capture any of them, perhaps you can make them talk.”


  “If I catch one of them, I'll make him talk,” Lieutenant Karuma said ominously.


  “Good. I like your attitude, Lieutenant Karuma. You'll be in charge of that side of the island until further notice. Anything else?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Carry out your orders.”


  Lieutenant Karuma hung up the telephone, feeling fantastic. He was in charge of the military area and could do whatever he pleased. This was just what he'd always wanted.


  “Sergeant Shinko!” he yelled. “Get in here!”


  The recon platoon had gotten lost. The iron in the mountains caused Butsko's compass to behave peculiarly, and once they got into the deep, dark jungle, away from familiar landmarks, they didn't know where they were.


  Butsko first suspected something was wrong when his instincts told him to go in one direction, while his compass told him to go another. There had been no time to make elaborate calculations, so he just followed the compass.


  But now he caught a glimpse of the Big Dipper in the sky, followed it to the North Star, and realized he was heading north instead of east, the direction of Segi Point, where he and his men were supposed to be picked up.


  “Take a break!” Butsko told his men. “But no smoking!”


  His men dropped to the ground all around him, exhausted, because they'd been on the run ever since they blew up the ammunition dump. Their chests heaved and their jaws hung open. Butsko got down on his knees, covered his head with his poncho, turned on his flashlight, and examined the map and compass together. He still didn't know if the compass was working properly and wasn't sure of where he was on the map. But he didn't have time to sit around and figure things out. Japs would probably come after him before long. He decided to take a rough bearing from the North Star and head in an easterly direction until he had time to check his position more carefully.


  He turned off the flashlight and threw the poncho off his head. Looking around, he saw his men sprawled all over the jungle.


  “On your feet!” Butsko said.


  The men stood while Butsko stuffed his poncho into his pack and lifted his pack to his shoulders. Butsko looked into the sky, found the North Star, and turned east.


  “That way!” Butsko said, pointing. “Get going!”


  The men crashed into the thick jungle. Butsko glanced behind him and saw curls of smoke trailing up from the mountain to the moonlit sky.


  At the camp Lieutenant Karuma and Sergeant Shinko, followed by a detachment of forty men, approached the dog kennels, and the four dogs barked and leaped at the wire fence. They were Doberman pinschers, imported from Germany, trained to be vicious killers. Two handlers entered the cage and tied leashes to the spike-studded collars on two of the dogs.


  Lieutenant Karuma turned to Sergeant Shinko. “The Americans cannot be far away. These dogs will pick up their trail and lead you to them. You outnumber the Americans by four to one, maybe more. Wipe them out.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “If you fail, you will be in serious trouble, Sergeant.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Get going.”


  Sergeant Shinko, a husky man with a grizzled face, waved his arm forward, and his men headed for the mountain where the ammunition dump had been. Leading them were the two dogs straining at their leashes, each leash held in the hand of a trainer. The dogs howled and drooled, excited about being let out of their cages, knowing there was blood for them somewhere in the jungle.


  Lieutenant Karuma watched them disappear into the jungle at the edge of the camp, then turned and walked erectly back to his office. He wanted to draw up a list of local village chiefs whom he intended to execute publicly as an example to all the other natives in the vicinity.


  There was a spring and sprightliness to his step as he crossed the camp. Deep in his heart he was glad that Americans had blown up the ammunition dump, because their deed had brought him to the position of power that he'd always believed he deserved.


  The solid ground in the jungle became mushy, and soon the GIs found themselves on the outskirts of a swamp. Butsko looked at the map and found the swamp wasn't marked on it. He had no idea of how to get through it or around it. A thick cloud of mosquitoes floated around him and his men as he tried to figure out what to do.


  “We'll try this way,” Butsko said, slapping a mosquito that had landed on his cheek.


  They veered to the left and tried to work around the swamp, but couldn't find any solid ground. This forced them to swing out wider and wider, but again there was only more swamp, with a horrible odor and water and muck that came up to their knees. It was an effort for the men to lift their feet out of the suction of the mud, and Butsko couldn't even backtrack, because he suspected the Japs would try to catch up with them before long. He looked up at the North Star and decided to keep moving in an easterly direction. The swamp would have to end sooner or later.


  “That way,” Butsko said, pointing.


  “But that's in the middle of the swamp!” Frankie said angrily. Mosquitoes were eating him alive; he was tired, and becoming cranky.


  


  “That's the way we're going,” Butsko said. “Get fucking moving.”


  Frankie hesitated. “Why don't we go back the way we came?”


  “Because I don't want to run into any Japs.”


  “I'd rather face Japs than this goddamn swamp.”


  “I don't care what you'd rather face. Do what I say.”


  Under normal circumstances Frankie would have done as he was told, but those weren't normal circumstances. “What if I don't?” Frankie snarled.


  Butsko raised his submachine gun suddenly and pushed its muzzle under Frankie's nose. “I'll blow your fucking head off.”


  Frankie took a deep breath and tried to smile. “Lead the way, Big Sergeant.”


  The GIs sloshed through the murky water, holding then-submachine guns high so they wouldn't get wet. Many of the trees in the swamp had died long ago but still stood eerily, denuded of leaves, stark and gloomy in the dark swamp. Mist rose from the water along with noxious fumes, and tangled bushes covered with thorns dotted the area.


  Bannon smashed the palm of his hand against his forehead and killed three mosquitoes at once. When he removed his hand he saw them and blood on his palm. This island is the worst place I've ever been in my life, he thought. It's like hell on earth.


  He heard something splash in the swamp not far away and turned his machine gun in that direction. Everybody else heard it and was looking too.


  “What the fuck was that?” Bannon said.


  “Probably a fish,” the Reverend Billie Jones replied, because he caught catfish and muskies in the swamps of Georgia.


  Something splashed in the water on the other side of them, and they spun around.


  “Sounds like there's a lot of fish around here,” Billie Jones said. “Maybe we should try to catch a few, because rations sure are getting short.”


  “Sure are,” agreed Homer Gladley.


  Bannon saw movement in the water in front of him. It looked like something big was swimming toward him. He bent forward to get a better view and saw the moonlight glinting on something that looked like a gigantic tooth. Bannon's hair stood on end.


  “Sergeant Butsko,” Bannon said, a quaver in his voice, “I think there's crocodiles out there!”


  “Crocodiles!”


  Horrified, the soldiers lowered their submachine guns and rammed rounds into the chambers. Now they could see the long slithering creatures swimming toward them from every corner of the swamp. They opened fire; the big .45-caliber bullets stitched across the water and the backs of the nearest crocodiles. The crocodiles hooted frightfully as blood exploded out of their backs like geysers. They rolled over in the water, showing their white bellies. The GIs kept firing, ripping up the crocodiles, and the swamp water became saturated with reptile blood.


  Other crocodiles smelled the blood and went insane. They thrashed the water with their tails and clamped their gigantic jaws down on the torsos of their dead and wounded brethren, while other crocodiles swam through the muddy water, heading for the legs of the tall creatures nearby.


  Bannon kept the trigger of his submachine gun depressed and raked the water in front of him. One crocodile swam to within five yards of Bannon's legs and Bannon gave it a burst on the top of its head, shattering bone and sending blood and the creature's tiny brain flying into the air. Another crocodile came even closer and Bannon fired almost straight down, tearing apart the crocodile's head and neck, but despite that the crocodile opened its mouth. If it could have closed it, it would have bitten off Bannon's leg, but the crocodile's mouth stayed open and it rolled over onto its side. Bannon gave it another burst in the belly to make sure it was dead.


  Out of ammunition. Bannon reached the pouch of a bandolier and took out a clip as the swamp resounded with the submachine gun fire of his buddies. Something sparkled in the water a few yards away, and Bannon saw an unharmed crocodile streaking toward him. Bannon slammed the clip into the submachine gun but didn't have time to fire. The crocodile opened his jaws wide and snapped them shut, but Bannon leaped backward, bumping into Homer Gladley, which was like bumping into a solid mountain. The crocodile opened its mouth again, but this time Bannon was ready, pulling the trigger and firing a hail of bullets down the creature's throat. The crocodile shrieked and jumped three feet into the air, lashing around with its tail, and Bannon wanted to put more holes in it, but three more hungry crocodiles were headed toward him.


  Bannon pulled the trigger of his submachine gun and swept from left to right and then back again. The crocodiles twisted around and arched their backs, snapping their jaws in pain as blood poured out of the holes in their skin.


  The GIs stood in the center of the sea of blood and writhing crocodiles, which, in their pain, madness, and confusion, were trying to eat each other. Their blood traveled through the ripples and currents of the swamp and was smelled by crocodiles in far-off places, which swam toward their source like moths flying toward electric light bulbs.


  The crocodiles didn't know who they were supposed to eat anymore. They were in a frenzy of death and hunger, thrashing about in the water while the GIs kept firing at them. The water was so thick with dead crocodiles that newly arriving crocodiles couldn't get through and had to be content with chomping huge bites out of dead crocodiles.


  Butsko realized it would be impossible to walk through the swamp. They wouldn't have enough ammunition to fight off all the crocodiles. The only thing to do was back out of there and take their chances with the Japs.


  “Back to dry land!” he said. “Let's go!”


  They turned around and pushed through the knee-high water, firing at crocodiles every step of the way, and as they broke away from the main pack they saw fewer of them attacking their legs. The crocodiles arriving now were zeroing in on the mass of blood and guts behind the GIs, and relatively few were between the GIs and the edge of the swamp.


  The GIs jumped through the water like wild horses. Now they could see no crocodiles coming at them, but they were still energized by the horror they'd just been through. They galloped out of the swamp and onto firmer though still mushy ground, where they collapsed, gasping for breath. They looked back into the swamp and could see, in the faint moonlight, the water boiling with crocodiles eating each other, thrashing their powerful tails, snapping their jaws.


  “Jesus Christ,” said Frankie La Barbara.


  Butsko looked around and made out the outline of a hill in back of them. He had no idea where they were and how to get around the swamp, but they had to get moving. They'd have to work their way around the swamp somehow.


  “Can we smoke?” Frankie asked.


  “No.”


  “But, Sarge, nobody can see us here.”


  “Shaddup!”


  The men lay in the muck silently, trying to catch their breaths, lacking the energy to swat away the mosquitoes that swarmed around and drank their blood.


  Less than a mile away Sergeant Shinko had been startled by the sound of automatic weapons fire up ahead. He knew he wasn't hearing Japanese light machine guns, which fired at a faster rate than the weapons he was hearing, and he didn't think there were any Japanese patrols in forward positions. What was going on? He figured the Americans must have run into trouble of some kind.


  Sergeant Shinko pointed toward the sound. “That way! Hurry!”


  The Doberman pinschers barked and strained at their leashes as they ran in the direction of the firing. Behind them came Sergeant Shinko and the rest of the detachment, excited by the prospect of locating the Americans and killing them all.


  “Okay,” Butsko said. “Let's get moving.”


  “Which way?” asked Frankie La Barbara.


  Butsko pointed in a direction that he thought would keep them out of the swamp. “There.”


  The GIs set off again, but they weren't in very good shape. Exhaustion, hunger, and the fight with the crocodiles had taken their toll on them. Numbly they placed one foot in front of the other and headed in the direction Butsko wanted them to go. Their most fervent hope was that they would get through the night without any more terrible incidents.


  The muck squished beneath their feet every time they took a step, and the half-moon made a long snaky line across the swamp to their right. The dead trees and twisted branches made the swamp a sinister stygian landscape. The water was calm now; the dead crocodiles had sunk out of sight, and the live ones, with full bellies, were on their way home. An owl cackled up in the tree, and from the distance came the sounds of barking dogs.


  No one thought much about the barking dogs at first, because the Solomon Islands had a fairly substantial population of wild dogs, but as the sound came closer and the barking sounded more hysterical than ordinary wild dogs, the men perked up their ears.


  “Now what?” asked Hotshot Stevenson, an angry expression on his face.


  Homer Gladley furrowed his brow. “You don't suppose the Japs'd send dogs after us, would you?” he asked Butsko.


  “Wouldn't I”


  Butsko closed his eyes and listened. It sounded like two dogs coming from the direction of the Japanese camp, and they sounded like dogs on somebody's trail. If that was so, Jap soldiers would be right behind the dogs.


  “I don't think the night's over yet, boys,” Butsko said. “We'd better find some high ground around here.”


  The two Doberman pinschers had been turned loose from their leashes and ran yelping and growling through the jungle. Behind them ran Sergeant Shinko and his special detachment of soldiers. It was clear that the dogs had picked up the Americans’ trail, and Sergeant Shinko could even see the GIs footprints in the jungle ahead. The Japanese soldiers made a terrific racket as they smashed through the thick foliage, trying to keep up with the dogs, anxious to kill Americans.


  “They can't be far away!” Sergeant Shinko shouted, waving his Nambu pistol in the air. “Forward!”


  


  The GIs found a hill and trudged up its side. They could hear the dogs more clearly now and knew they were coming closer. Halfway up the hill Longtree nudged close to Butsko.


  “Sarge,” he said, “why don't we ambush them instead of taking them head-on.”


  Butsko looked at Longtree and thought about it, because the Apache often had good ideas.


  “How would you go about it?” Butsko asked.


  “Well,” explained Longtree, “the dogs are following our trail, and the Japs are following the dogs. That means we can lead them anywhere we want to lead them and wait for them.”


  “What if the dogs smell us.”


  “The dogs will follow the trail. We'll get upwind of them and they won't pick up our scent.”


  “You're sure of that?”


  Longtree shrugged. “You can never be one hundred percent sure of anything.”


  “That's true.” Butsko thought for a few moments and decided it was worth a try. “Hold it up, men!”


  The GIs stopped and turned to Butsko, their faces haggard. Butsko looked back over their trail and wondered where a good spot would be to set up the ambush.


  The Doberman pinschers burst over a hill and clambered down its far side, their noses in the muck, sniffing and snorting, growling and dreaming of chewing people up. Running behind them was Sergeant Shinko and his men, huffing and puffing, and Sergeant Shinko saw something glittering just beyond the trees ahead.


  “Halt!” he shouted.


  His men stopped and looked at him, wondering why he'd stopped them. Sergeant Shinko bent over, placed his hands on his knees, and peered through the foliage. Then he smiled. He realized it was the moon on the water. Evidently they were coming to a lake.


  “Forward!”


  The men charged down the incline, the dogs yapping up ahead. They pushed through the jungle, the ground getting muddier beneath their feet, and then they saw the huge desolate swamp in front of them. The dogs were sniffing around the shore.


  “They've lost the scent, Sergeant,” said one of the handlers.


  “Well, they'd better pick it up!”


  The dogs smelled the ground, whimpered in frustration, turned around, and smelled some more. They darted back and forth, kicking up mud, trying to figure out where the pungent Americans had gone.


  Sergeant Shinko felt let down. He'd thought they would catch the American soldiers, but now it appeared that they'd gone across the swamp. Who knew where they'd touch land again? It appeared that the Americans had gotten away, and he knew Lieutenant Karuma wouldn't like that.


  He thought the Americans must be very brave to have crossed the swamp at night, because there were many crocodiles out there, not to mention snakes and dangerous bugs. Sergeant Shinko waved his hand in front of his face to keep mosquitoes away, but some alighted on his hand and stuck their needlelike snouts in, while others chose the more tender skin on his face.


  Suddenly the dogs yelped wildly again. They jumped into the air, shook their tails, and looked happily at their handlers, because they'd picked up the trail.


  “Let's go, men!” Sergeant Shinko said.


  The dogs sped toward the jungle and the men ran after them. Sergeant Shinko was elated, because now he was confident they'd find the Americans. He looked at the ground and saw American footprints that were fresh. The Americans couldn't be far away.


  The dogs, with their noses inches from the ground, ran around trees and jumped over logs on the ground. They barked and whinnied, because they were having a great time, and the Japanese soldiers ran as quickly as they could to keep them in sight, but it was much harder for men to pass through the jungle than it was dogs. Men are larger and must be on the lookout for branches that can scratch a face or pluck out an eyeball. Men must squeeze through narrow places a dog can dash through easily. Soon the dogs were out of sight, but the soldiers could still hear them.


  “Faster!” said Sergeant Shinko, crashing through a bush.


  


  The Japanese soldiers pushed their way through the jungle as mosquitoes sucked their blood and leeches dropped onto them from the branches above. The dogs stopped barking and started whining.


  “What's wrong with them?” Sergeant Shinko asked one of the trainers.


  “I don't know, Sergeant.”


  The dogs had stopped and were looking around in confusion, holding their noses in the air, pawing the ground. Sergeant Shinko caught up with them and saw the trail of the American soldiers.


  “Why aren't they following the trauT’ Sergeant Shinko asked.


  “Something's bothering them, Sergeant.”


  “Something's going to be bothering them more if they don't get going!”


  Sergeant Shinko raised his foot and booted the nearest dog in the ass.


  “Get going, you son of a bitch!”


  The dog yipped and slunk away, following the trail reluctantly. Sergeant Shinko picked up a rock and threw it at the dog, narrowly missing its ear. That made the dog follow the trail more assiduously, while the handler urged the other dog forward. Soon both of them were bounding over the trail again, barking excitedly, forgetting already whatever it was that had stopped them, because Doberman pinschers really aren't that smart.


  The Japanese soldiers followed them, with Sergeant Shinko in front, holding his pistol high in the air. He figured the Americans couldn't be too far away, for the trail looked as fresh as if it had been walked on only minutes before. Sergeant Shinko thought of how wonderful it would be when he reported to Lieutenant Karuma that he'd wiped out the Americans.


  Something heavy hit Sergeant Shinko on the shoulder, up-setting his balance. It happened so suddenly that it confused him, and then he heard objects falling all around him and his men. He looked to the ground and his eyes bulged out at the sight of an American hand grenade.


  “Grenade!” shouted one of his men.


  


  Sergeant Shinko's men were as surprised as he was, and at first they didn't know what to do.


  “Throw them away!” Sergeant Shinko screamed.


  He bent over to pick up the hand grenade lying on the ground and gleaming evilly in the moonlight. His fingers were an inch from the hand grenade when it exploded, blowing off Sergeant Shinko's arm and sending two pebble-size pieces of shrapnel into his brain, while the concussion blew his head off his shoulders. He collapsed onto the ground, his head held to his shoulders by a few tendons. It happened so suddenly that he hadn't heard the explosion or felt a thing.


  The other grenades exploded, blowing Japanese soldiers into the air, and the recon platoon charged out of the jungle, firing their Thompson submachine guns. The grenades hadn't killed all of the Japanese soldiers, and some weren't even wounded, but they were shaken and surprised, and as they turned around to see where the firing was coming from they were cut down by big fat .45-caliber bullets. Some of them dropped to the ground and fired at the muzzle blasts of the submachine guns, but it was hard to see in the dark, and those .45-caliber bullets were falling like rain all around them, upsetting their aim.


  The recon platoon ran forward, firing every step of the way. The Japanese soldiers were bunched together and the GIs sprayed them back and forth and up and down. The Japanese soldiers with the guts to fire back drew streams of bullets, and soon they weren't firing back anymore. The GIs ran closer and kept firing until not one of the Japanese soldiers was moving.


  “Hold your fire!” Butsko said.


  The GIs took their fingers off their triggers and looked down at the dead Japs. Some of the Japs had heads and limbs torn off by the grenade or their bodies were ripped open. Others had been peppered by submachine-gun bullets. The GIs walked over them, kicking the ones they thought might still be alive. Frankie La Barbara took out his bayonet and slit the throats of those still in one piece. He'd seen too many Japs on Guadal-canal who'd looked dead and then pulled out a gun and started firing.


  In silence the Doberman pinschers could be heard on their way back to see what had happened.


  “Get ready for the dogs,” Butsko said.


  “We ain't gonna shoot ‘em, are we, Sarge?” asked Homer Gladley, whose father's farm in Nebraska had been home for many dogs.


  “We sure are.”


  “Hell, I ain't gonna shoot no dog.”


  “Then get the fuck out of the way.”


  The dogs burst through the underbrush and appeared on the trail in front of them, barking and yapping, baring their teeth because they knew something terrible had happened. They saw the strange men standing near the bodies of their dead handlers, the people who fed them every day, and the dogs went berserk. Snarling viciously, they charged the strange men and opened their mouths wide, showing their sharp fangs.


  The dogs ran so quickly that it was difficult for Butsko to keep his eyes focused on them. One dog charged directly at Butsko, who raised his submachine gun and opened fire, but still the dog kept coming like a streak of lightning. The other GIs also fired their submachine guns, and the dogs snarled as they jumped into the air. Butsko raised his submachine gun and aimed a stream of bullets at the furry creature flying toward him, then dodged out of the way at the last moment. The dog sailed past him and fell to the ground, where it lay still, blood oozing from holes in its fur.


  The other dog had grabbed Billie Jones's arm in his powerful jaws, and Frankie La Barbara, who still had his knife out, stabbed the blade into the dog's throat as Billie Jones shouted in pain and tried to shake the dog loose. The dog wiggled frantically; Frankie had evidently missed a vital spot. He stabbed again, and blood flowed copiously out of the dog's fur, but still it wouldn't let go. The pain was so intense for Bjllie Jones that he dropped to his knees, and this time Frankie dived on the dog, wrapped an arm around his throat, and pushed his knife all the way into the dog's stomach, then ripped to the side.


  The dog screamed as his guts spilled out onto the ground. Homer Gladley reached down, pried open the dog's jaws with his hand, and freed Billie Jones's arm. Billie Jones collapsed onto the ground, his arm raked badly, and Frankie La Barbara and Homer Gladley stepped back from the dog, which squirmed on the ground, its guts tangled up with its legs. Long tree had his submachine gun ready and fired a burst at the dog, which sent it into one last massive convulsion. Longtree stopped firing and the dog was still.


  Billie Jones lay moaning on the ground, and Hotshot Stevenson knelt beside him, examining his arm.


  “How is it?” Butsko asked.


  “I don't think he's gonna be able to use this arm for a while.”


  “Hurry up. We can't hang around here long.”


  Hotshot took gauze from his medicine bag and cleaned out the wound, and Butsko looked toward the east. The faint glimmer of dawn was on the horizon and he felt exhausted. He'd have to find a place for his men to get some rest, and it would have to be far from there. He doubted if there were any more Jap patrols around, so he took out a cigarette and lit it up. Then he sat down on the ground with his back to a tree. He took out his map, unfolded it, and found his approximate location. He figured he was about ten miles from Segi Point. It should take two or maybe three days to cover that distance, depending on the terrain. And the jungle would be crawling with Japs before long.


  This fucking jungle, Butsko thought, slapping a mosquito on his cheek. I can't stand this jungle anymore. He looked at Hotshot Stevenson, who was wrapping a bandage around Billie Jones's arm.


  “How you coming, Hotshot?” Butsko asked.


  “Almost finished, Sarge.”


  “Let's get ready to move out, men!”


  


  


  SEVEN . . .


  Lieutenant Karuma opened his eyes and saw a ray of light shining through the window. He realized it was morning and sat up abruptly in his bed. He looked around and for a split second didn't know where he was, because this wasn't the shack he was accustomed to living in. It was the shack belonging to the commander of the camp, and he remembered that he was commander of the camp now.


  He looked at his watch; it was nine o'clock in the morning. He wondered why nobody had awakened him. Outside his window he heard soldiers marching in close-order drill. It occurred to him that if you're the camp commander, nobody dares to wake you up. You can sleep as late as you want. You are lord of all you survey.


  Lieutenant Karuma rolled out of bed and placed his feet on the floor. He reached for his package of cigarettes, and it occurred to him that Sergeant Shinko hadn't reported to him yet. Why hadn't Sergeant Shinko reported to him? Where the hell was he?


  He looked out his window and saw a guard posted in front of his door. “You, there!” he shouted.


  


  The guard turned around, his eyes those of a frightened rabbit. “Me, sir?”


  “Yes, you! Where's Sergeant Shinko?”


  “I don't know, sir. I haven't seen him around, sir.”


  “Get me Sergeant Mitsui!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The guard ran off and Lieutenant Karuma put on his pants. Could it be that Sergeant Shinko was still in the jungle, tracking the Americans? One would think they would have located them by now. Lieutenant Karuma put on his boots and his shirt and strapped on his samurai sword. He thought a little porridge for breakfast would hit the spot.


  There was a knock on his door.


  “Come in!”


  Sergeant Mitsui, a rangy rawboned ex-farmer, entered the room and saluted.


  “Sergeant Mitsui,” said Lieutenant Karuma, “has Sergeant Shinko returned yet?”


  “No, sir.”


  “No?”


  “No, sir.”


  Lieutenant Karuma furrowed his brow in thought. Where was Lieutenant Shinko? “Sergeant Mitsui, I'd like you to take a squad of men and go out and look for him. He should have been back by now. How soon can you leave?”


  “Within a half hour, sir.”


  “Good. You're dismissed.”


  Sergeant Mitsui saluted, turned, and marched out of the room. Lieutenant Karuma sat behind his desk and scratched his head, wondering where Sergeant Shinko was. He thought about it for a while, couldn't come up with any reasonable answers, and decided to go to the mess hall and have breakfast.


  On second thought, why should he go to the mess hall? He was the commanding officer now, and he could have break-fast—and anything else he wanted—brought to him.


  “Guard!” he shouted. “Get in here!”


  The soldiers from the recon platoon slept throughout the morning and the early part of the afternoon in a part of the jungle so dense that it was like night. It was on the outskirts of the swamp, and the guards heard slithering and crawling throughout the day, but no creatures ventured forth to bother them. Billie Jones slept best of all, because Hotshot Stevenson had emptied a Syrette of morphine into his arm to kill the pain of the dog bite.


  Butsko got them up at three o'clock in the afternoon. They had nothing to eat because their rations had finally run out. Most of the men had no more cigarettes, either, but Longtree hadn't smoked all of his yet, and he passed his surplus around to the men who hadn't any.


  Butsko looked at his map and figured out the direction they'd go that day. They'd move out after their morning cigarettes and head in a straight line for the coast watcher station on Segi Point. Any live animals they ran into along the way they'd kill and eat, but they wouldn't make any special detours for hunting and fishing. The main thing was to reach Segi Point as quickly as they could and get the hell off that island.


  “How're you feeling?” Butsko asked the Reverend Billie Jones.


  “Feel real nice,” Billie Jones replied with a silly smile, his arm bandaged from wrist to elbow.


  Hotshot Stevenson winked at Butsko, to indicate that Billie Jones was higher than a kite.


  Butsko looked around at the others; they looked like wild men with their beards, ragged filthy clothes, and matted hair. They puffed their cigarettes silently and they all looked well rested and ready to kick ass.


  “All right, let's go,” Butsko said, standing up.


  The men got to their feet, adjusted their packs on their backs, and scratched themselves. Frankie La Barbara spit a wad into a bush. Bannon slapped a bug that had landed on his forehead. Billie Jones giggled, and drool dripped down his chin.


  Butsko walked east toward Segi Point, and his men followed in a long, disorderly line.


  Lieutenant Karuma decided to conduct a surprise inspection at the mess hall. He stormed into the long barracks-type building, his white gloves on, and walked back to the kitchen, frowning and sniffing the air. The mess sergeant saw him, ran over, and saluted.


  “I am here to inspect your kitchen,” Lieutenant Karuma said.


  “Now?”


  “Now.”


  Lieutenant Karuma reached out and ran his gloved hand underneath a counter, then held up the glove; there was a brown smudge on it. “Aha!” he said triumphantly. He saw a row of pots hanging from hooks on a wall, took down a pot, and looked at its bottom, which shone like a mirror. “Not bad,” he murmured. Spinning around, he saw an oven, opened the door, thrust his hand in, and scraped his finger along a corner. With-drawing his glove, he saw a black stain on his finger. “Filth!” he said. “This oven is filthy!”


  “But, sir,” said the mess sergeant, “we were waiting for it to cool down so we would clean it.”


  “It's cool now. Have it cleaned at once.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The mess sergeant shouted at his cooks, who gathered rags and attacked the stove. Lieutenant Karuma headed for the pan-try, when he heard footsteps in the dining room of the mess hall. Looking over the counter, he saw Sergeant Mitsui approaching, a solemn expression on his face.


  Uh-oh, thought Lieutenant Karuma.


  Sergeant Mitsui saluted. “I'm afraid I have bad news, sir. Sergeant Shinko, his entire detachment, and two dogs have been killed.”


  Lieutenant Karuma took a step backward as if he'd been punched in the mouth. “Killed?” he said.


  “Yes, sir. Every one of them.”


  “How did it happen?”


  “Evidently they were ambushed while they were on the” march, sir.”


  Lieutenant Karuma stroked his handlebar mustache. Sergeant Shinko and his detachment had numbered over forty men. He didn't believe that the few Americans he'd seen last night could have wiped out that many men. They must have had help from the natives. It was time to show the natives where their best interests lay. Lieutenant Karuma looked at his watch. It was five o'clock in the afternoon; there was still plenty of time.


  “Sergeant Mitsui, keep your detachment together and round up two more rifle squads. Assemble them in front of my office in fifteen minutes.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Sergeant Mitsui walked away, and Lieutenant Karuma turned to the mess sergeant. “You'd better have this kitchen cleaned up by the time I get back! It's a pigpen!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lieutenant Karuma walked out of the mess hall and headed for his office to get his equipment and Major Uchida's samurai sword. He'd make those natives regret their sneaky collaboration with the Americans. When he was finished with them, they'd wish they'd never seen an American.


  The recon platoon trudged through the thick jungle. Butsko had no idea of where he was. He couldn't rely on his compass and was heading in an easterly direction, according to the position of the sun in the sky, but he might end up miles away from Segi Point.


  The jungle had been the same all afternoon, with no distinguishing landmarks. It was a tangled, gnarled mess crawling with lizards and bugs, and the men were getting hungrier with every passing minute. Butsko decided that the most important thing to do was find out where he was.


  “Hold it up!” he said.


  The GIs came to a stop and looked at him, wondering what he wanted this time.


  “I need a volunteer to climb a tree and see where the hell we are.”


  Nobody said anything.


  “Bannon, you just volunteered. Here, take my binoculars.”


  Bannon spat at the ground and hung the binoculars around his neck. He looked at the nearest tree but didn't think he had the strength to climb it.


  “Somebody give me a hand,” Bannon said.


  Homer Gladley, the strongest man in the platoon and the hungriest, interlocked the palms of his hands and held them knee-high. Bannon stepped on them and Homer raised him up. Bannon reached for a branch, caught it, and swung himself onto it. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, turned his cap around on his head so that his vision would be clear, and climbed up to the next branch.


  The tree was thick and sturdy, with wide, gnarled branches festooned with vines and greenery. The world became brighter as Bannon climbed higher, and soon he could see the sun sparkling on the leaves. He continued to climb, breathing heavily, feeling a bit dizzy from hunger. Finally he poked his head through the branches at the top of the tree. All around him was a sea of tree tops, but in the distance, not more than a mile away, were two hills side by side. If they could get to the top of those hills, they should have a decent view.


  Bannon scrambled down the tree, jumped from the bottom branch to the ground, and told Butsko what he'd seen. Butsko decided the hills weren't that far out of their way and that they might as well head in that direction.


  “Let's go!” Butsko said.


  “Hey, Sarge, when're we gonna get something to eat?” Homer Gladley asked forlornly.


  “You sound like a fucking woman,” Butsko replied. “Miss a couple meals and you start crying.”


  “I was just wondering,” Homer said.


  “Stop wondering and move the fuck out.”


  Butsko took the lead, and the men pressed through the tangled jungle. Homer was angry about being called a woman by Butsko, but he was a good-natured fellow and could never stay angry at anybody for long. Instead his thoughts drifted toward platters of food. He saw the table at the old farmhouse groaning under the weight of a family meal. There were chickens roasted to a golden brown color, filling the air with their savory fragrances, and hams glazed with honey sauce, covered with rings of pineapple. In the center of the table would be loaves of bread baked by his mother, and corn muffins, and pots of cow butter. There'd be bowls of string beans, okra, carrots, and his favorite, mashed potatoes and gravy. And waiting in the kitchen would be cakes and pies for dessert and that wonderful coffee his mother used to perk, and it would be so nice to sit down with his family for a good meal, just like in the old days, which were only a little over a year ago but seemed like another lifetime.


  Finally they came to the foot of the hill and Butsko told them to take a break. They collapsed onto the ground and this time they had no cigarettes to smoke. They were out of everything except water; they all sipped from their canteens. Butsko knew that soon he'd have to stop his journey to Segi Point and begin a serious search for food, because even he was starting to feel a little weak.


  He let them rest for ten minutes, then told them to get moving. Grumbling and burping up gas from their empty stomachs, they climbed the side of the hill, holding on to branches so they wouldn't lose their balance and fall backward. Homer and Bannon helped Billie Jones, who was still a little bit out of his mind from morphine. Butsko hoped he could spot a coconut grove from the top of the hill, because coconuts were good food and would sustain them until they reached Segi Point.


  They reached the top of the hill and were thrilled by the wide panoramic view. They could see the vast stretch of impenetrable jungle below, the glittering ocean far away, and the narrowing of land that was Segi Point. Butsko took out his map and figured out where he was. According to the map, there was a coconut plantation about five miles away, in the general direction of Segi Point, but he had found so many errors in the map already, he couldn't be sure the coconut plantation really was there. For example, the hill he was on wasn't marked on the map, and neither was the one beside it.


  “I hear something,” said Sam Longtree, who had the keenest ears in the recon platoon.


  “What does it sound like?” Butsko asked.


  “Planes.”


  “Everybody shaddup.”


  The men stopped talking and wrinkled their foreheads as they tried to hear the planes. At first the sound was like a faint hum far away and barely perceptible above the ordinary sounds of the jungle and the breeze in the trees, but then the hum became a buzz that grew progressively louder.


  “There they are!” Longtree shouted, pointing toward the sky.


  Butsko shielded his eyes with his hand and looked in the direction Longtree was indicating. He saw little dots in the sky, all in neat formations, coming from the direction of Guadalcanal. Either Japanese planes were returning from a bombing raid, or the American Air Corps was going on one.


  “Keep your heads down,” Butsko said.


  The men hid in the foliage and looked up at the approaching planes, whose roar now filled the blue sky. Butsko heard a siren go off and looked around. Where in the hell had that come from? He turned to the next hill and saw the long ugly snout of an antiaircraft cannon rise into the air! A Jap antiaircraft site was only a few hundred yards away, and he hadn't even suspected!


  The bombers angled down toward the island and came in low and steady. Butsko looked at them through his binoculars and saw the white stars on their khaki wings. They were American bombers, B-25s, diving in for a bombing run. The antiaircraft gun on the next hill opened fire, and puffs of smoke appeared in the sky, attracting the attention of the Grumman Wildcat fighter planes that were supposed to provide protection for the bombers.


  Other antiaircraft guns in the jungle fired at the bombers, which were still quite high in the sky, flying past rapidly while the Wildcats dived down and strafed the antiaircraft gun sites. Some bombers detached themselves from the main formations and peeled off, dropping down out of the sky toward the antiaircraft sites. Tiny dots like eggs fell out of the bellies of the bombers, which scooted to the side and climbed into the sky again.


  Their bombs landed on and around the antiaircraft sites, and the one on the next hill was taking a terrific pasting. Butsko's hill shook with the explosions, and he turned around to see the main formations peeling off on the western side of New Georgia, where the Japanese air base was. He also could see aircraft climbing up to meet the bombers; evidently these were Japanese fighter planes determined to defend their airfield.


  


  The GIs laid back and watched the show as fighters and bombers clashed with each other. They saw several Japanese Zeros gang up on a bomber and try to shoot it down, but the bomber's tail gunner and topside gunner held them off long enough for American fighter planes to arrive and attack the Japanese fighters, driving them away. Loud multiple explosions reverberated across the island as the American bombs exploded on the Japanese airfield.


  American bombers were shot out of the sky, and so were Japanese fighter planes. They fell to the earth in flames, exploding in the jungle, sending orange balls of fire like balloons rising in the sky. An American fighter plane caterwauled across the sky over the hill where Butsko and his men were hiding, smoke pouring out of its belly, and crashed in the jungle below. The engines of planes snarled as they climbed high into the sky, trying to get the height advantage on their foes. Planes flew around in all directions, firing machine guns and cannons, dropping bombs. It made no sense to Butsko. He wondered how the pilots could distinguish friendly planes from enemy planes, because everything was happening so quickly. He thought it a strange way to fight a war.


  More bombs were dropped on the antiaircraft site on the other hill, and it stopped firing. A Japanese Zero dropped out of the sky, its tail and one wing shot off, trailing a thick column of black smoke behind it, and crashed in the jungle. Smoke billowed up into the sky above the Japanese airfield on Munda Point. The American bombers regrouped in the sky and headed back to Guadalcanal, while the American fighters stayed behind to keep the Jap Zeros busy. The dogfights continued for several minutes and then the American fighter planes flew away. The Zeros followed them for a while but then turned back toward their airfield. The sky above the island became quiet. The bombing raid was over.


  Butsko stood up as the last American fighter planes disappeared on the horizon. He raised his binoculars to his eyes and looked at the Japanese antiaircraft emplacement on the next hill and still could see the snout of the gun. Smoke trailed into the sky from the site, and he wondered how badly the Japs over there were hurt. Maybe he and his men should go over there to take a look, because surely the Japs had some provisions.


  “On your feet!” he said. “Let's go over there and see if those Japs got something for us to eat.”


  “Eat!” shouted Homer Gladley, jumping up. “You think there might be something to eat over there!”


  “Calm down, you fucking chowhound.”


  The men gathered around Butsko eagerly, thinking about food. The Japs had to have some food over there, even if it was just rice. Butsko turned away from them and descended the hill, and they followed him like little ducks following then-mother. It was easy going down, but then they had to bend forward and dig in their toes to climb the hill where the Japanese antiaircraft gun was. All of them were thinking about rice and canned fish and sake, because they knew those were the things the Japs ate, and the mental images of the food gave them energy, almost as if they'd eaten it already.


  They maneuvered their way up the hill, grunting and breathing heavily, and approached the summit. Butsko motioned with his hand, indicating that they should spread out and be quiet. They formed a skirmish line and advanced toward the gun emplacement. They saw the long cannon pointed toward the sky, and faint trails of smoke. All over, fresh bomb craters pockmarked the top of the hill, and numerous trees had been blown apart or knocked down. They saw some sandbags, and Butsko motioned for them to stay where they were while he went forward to see what was going on.


  Butsko approached the gun compound stealthily, holding his submachine gun ready to fire. He would have liked to have thrown in a few hand grenades for his calling card, but he and his men were out of hand grenades. He'd have to do this the hard way.


  He raised his feet slowly and put them down silently as he moved closer to the gun compound. Stopping, he listened for dangerous sounds but could hear nothing except some faint moaning from inside. He moved over the final several yards, crouched low behind the sandbags, paused, then raised his submachine gun over the top and took a look.


  The side of the bunker where the Japs had lived was caved can of sukiyaki. Hotshot Stevenson had a can of fish, and the Reverend Billie Jones gulped down a can of stewed lichee nuts.


  “Don't get sick,” Butsko said between mouthfuls, “and save some for later. We've still got a long way to go before we're off this island.”


  The men nodded as they continued to stuff their mouths with food. A few feet away the dead Japanese soldier bled onto his tatami mat, and the smell of smoke hung heavily in the air.


  


  


  EIGHT . . .


  Lieutenant Karuma approached the native village nestled in a valley five miles from the camp. He and his men had made good time because there was a network of wide, worn-down trails between the village and the camp, and Lieutenant Karuma thought it wouldn't be surprising if natives or Americans had used the trails to blow up the ammunition dump the night before.


  Lieutenant Karuma was in a worse mood than usual, due to the bombing attack. He was in constant contact with his camp via radio; it had taken a terrible shellacking. His headquarters had suffered a direct hit and didn't exist anymore. The motor pool had been damaged and so had the mess hall. A few of the barracks had been blown to shit, and the road that led to Munda Point had been bombed so badly that it was impossible.


  As a full-fledged paranoic, he thought the bombing raid had been directed principally at his camp, although it had only been a secondary target. He also thought natives had given the location of his camp to the Americans, despite the fact that it was clearly visible from the air.


  


  He was furious, and the closer he came to the village, the madder he became. Children playing in the jungle took one look at his angry face and ran away screaming. The thatched roofs of the huts came into view and Lieutenant Karuma licked his lips with anticipation, because somebody was going to pay for the damage done to his camp.


  He and his men marched into the village, and the natives ran to their huts, closing the rattan doors. Mothers hugged their children, and fathers tried to be brave, although they had nothing to fight with except spears and a few old guns, which would have little effect against concentrated Japanese firepower. The men knew the Japanese soldiers weren't in their village for any good reason and that misery soon would befall them.


  “Halt!” shouted Lieutenant Karuma.


  His men stopped in front of a row of huts.


  “Right face!”


  The men turned to face him.


  “Bring all the men in the village out here where I can see their ugly stupid faces!” Lieutenant Karuma said. “And if any resist, use whatever force you consider necessary! Bear in mind that too much force is preferable to not enough! Also get me their idiotic flea-bitten chief! Get moving!”


  The men turned and charged toward the huts, kicking down the doors, pushing their way inside and kicking children out of their way. They pointed their rifles and bayonets at the men and grunted, indicating that they should go outside. The natives who didn't move quickly enough got rifle butts across their faces or bayonets stuck into their asses. Women who tried to intervene were knocked to the ground. Wails and screams filled the air as natives were thrown out of their huts, and Lieutenant Karuma watched with his arms crossed over his chest, smiling faintly. Chickens screeched and fluttered their wings, trying to get out of the way of the marauding Japanese soldiers, and some of the children became hysterical, crying and running about, wringing their bands.


  The men of the village were herded at gunpoint and bayonet point into a cluster in front of Lieutenant Karuma, who looked at them haughtily. The men were young and old, trying to be brave in front of their women but terrified within.


  


  Standing next to Lieutenant Karuma was Corporal Taguchi, a short, powerfully built soldier who had been a businessman before the war and had traveled throughout the Solomon Islands, buying copra and selling farm implements, pots and pans, and anything else the plantation owners and natives wanted. He could speak the native dialects fluently and was used by the Japanese army as an interpreter.


  Two soldiers dragged the chief of the village before Lieutenant Karuma. The chief was an old man with gray hair and a gray beard, spindly arms and legs, and as haughty a manner as Lieutenant Karuma. Corporal Taguchi had known the chief before the war, respected him, and didn't like to see him treated in such a humiliating manner. The two soldiers let the chief go and he stood straight with tremendous dignity, glaring into Lieutenant Karuma's eyes.


  Lieutenant Karuma stared back and an electric hatred crackled between them. Lieutenant Karuma was enraged that a man he considered an illiterate savage would look at him that way. He'd pay for that soon enough.


  Lieutenant Karuma turned to Corporal Taguchi. ‘Tell them all that they are my prisoners and we will take them back to our stockade. We will keep them until they tell us where the American soldiers are. Go ahead, tell them that.”


  Corporal Taguchi translated the message, and when he was halfway through, he was stopped by a commotion behind the huts. Sergeant Mitsui and another sergeant appeared, holding two western women by their arms, pulling them toward the clearing.


  “Look what I found!” said Sergeant Mitsui, throwing one of the women toward Lieutenant Karuma.


  The woman tripped and fell at Lieutenant Karuma's feet, and he looked down at her. She had blond hair and was slender, and Lieutenant Karuma imagined that western men would consider her pretty. She appeared to be in her early or mid twenties.


  The other woman was in her fifties, with straight graying hair cut short, and built on the sturdy side.


  “Ask them who they are,” said Lieutenant Karuma.


  “I speak Japanese,” said the older woman. “We are Australian missionaries.”


  


  “You look like spies to me.”


  “We're not spies. We're missionaries.”


  “Well,” said Lieutenant Karuma, “you may be a missionary, but this one here”—he kicked some dirt on the blonde—'doesn't look like a missionary.”


  “Well, she is.”


  “Tell her to stand up.”


  The older missionary told the younger one to stand, and she got to her feet, pulled her hair out of her eyes, and looked at Lieutenant Karuma. She wore tan slacks and a white blouse, while the older missionary wore a light-blue dress. Lieutenant Karuma thought the younger woman had a decent figure for a western woman, although he thought her legs too long, and she didn't have enough meat on her bones.


  “What are your names?” Lieutenant Karuma asked the older missionary.


  “I am Miss Brockway and this is Miss Corby.”


  Corby, thought Corporal Taguchi. He'd heard of an old prospector on New Georgia named Corby, who was said to have been a hermit who lived in the mountains and searched for gold. Could this woman be related to him? Corporal Taguchi thought it best to keep his mouth shut about it.


  Lieutenant Karuma cleared his throat. “We're taking these natives hostage,” he said to Miss Brockway, “and we're taking the both of you, too, until we are told the location of the American soldiers on this island.”


  “I know of no American soldiers on this island,” Miss Brockway said.


  “You're lying.”


  “I'm not lying.”


  Lieutenant Karuma took a menacing step toward her. “Don't you dare talk back to me!”


  “I merely told you that I wasn't lying, and I'm not.”


  Lieutenant Karuma wanted to draw his samurai sword and cut her down, but he couldn't do that to a woman. He turned to Corporal Taguchi. “Finish your translation.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Corporal Taguchi resumed the statement Lieutenant Karuma had made earlier, and Lieutenant Karuma looked at Miss Corby's rear end as she walked to the side of Miss Brockway. If that young one's a missionary, I'm an elephant, Lieutenant Karuma thought. She looks like the kind of woman who's been around.


  Corporal Taguchi finished his statement and looked at Lieutenant Karuma.


  ‘Tell them,” Lieutenant Karuma said, “that we're going to kill one hostage every day until we get the information we require about the Americans and that we're going to begin right now.”


  Corporal Taguchi blinked. “Kill one a day, sir?”


  “You didn't hear me, Corporal Taguchi?”


  “But, sir, if you start killing natives like that, you'll unite them all against us. There are many natives on this island, and they could be most troublesome.”


  “They're too troublesome as it is,” Lieutenant Karuma said. “I think they'll settle down once the heads start to roll. Now translate my statement the way I said it. I'm not interested in your foolish opinions.”


  Corporal Taguchi faced the natives and translated the statement, seeing them stiffen and look at each other with concern. Some of the women standing nearby covered their mouths with their hands. Corporal Taguchi finished the translation and turned to Lieutenant Karuma.


  “Anything else, sir?”


  “Not just yet,” Lieutenant Karuma replied, drawing his sword.


  Miss Brockway stepped forward, her face contorted with emotion. “Now see here!” she said in Japanese. “You just can't kill people like that!”


  “Shut up!” shouted Lieutenant Karuma.


  “I won't shut up! You have no right to do this! These natives are innocent! You are contravening the rules of war!”


  “I make my own rules of war,” Lieutenant Karuma replied. He looked at Sergeant Mitsui. “Seize their chief and lay him facedown on the ground!”


  ‘No!” yelled Miss Brockway, moving toward Lieutenant Karuma.


  Two soldiers grabbed her arms and pulled her back.


  


  “You're a bloody beast!” Miss Brockway shouted, kicking her legs and trying to work loose from the soldiers who held her. “You're not a soldier, you're a killer!”


  “What do you think a soldier is?” Lieutenant Karuma said to her. He was tempted to chop her down, but again, she was a woman, and he thought he would look bad to his men if he killed a woman in front of them.


  Meanwhile Sergeant Mitsui and another soldier grabbed the old chief and forced him to lie on the ground. The old man didn't struggle and tried to maintain his dignity, although he knew he was going to die. Lieutenant Karuma gripped the handle of his samurai sword with both hands and raised it high above his head.


  The old man's face was in the dust, and the soldiers were twisting his arms painfully. “Justice will win in the end,” the old man muttered, but the only Japanese soldier who could understand him was Corporal Taguchi.


  Lieutenant Karuma took a deep breath, held it, and swung the sword down.


  “No!” screamed Miss Brockway.


  Lieutenant Karuma's sword whistled through the air and clunk, it lopped off the chief's head, which rolled away from his body, blood gushing from his neck. An elderly native woman ran forward and fell on the chief's body. Women cried out; the men were stunned.


  “You're a filthy beast!” Miss Brockway shouted.


  “Watch your mouth or the same thing may happen to you,” Lieutenant Karuma replied darkly. He dropped the sword into its scabbard and looked at Sergeant Mitsui. “Take our prisoners back to camp.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Sergeant Mitsui shouted orders to his soldiers, who in turn shouted at the native men and pushed them with their rifles. Two other soldiers told the women to get moving. The soldiers and prisoners headed toward the jungle in a large amorphous mass, with the two women at the rear of the procession and Lieutenant Karuma last of all, his eyes drawn repeatedly to the svelte figure of Miss Corby. The crowd narrowed as it came to the jungle trail, and soon the natives in the village could no longer see them.


  The old woman continued to sob over the decapitated body of her husband. Another woman, much younger, called out the name of a boy, and he ran toward her. He was eight years old, with curly black hair and big brown eyes, and he looked up at her as she spoke with him and pointed toward the east. He nodded solemnly; she bent down and kissed him, and then he ran off in the direction she'd indicated, disappearing into the jungle.


  Their bellies full and their packs stuffed with canned Japanese food, the GIs trudged through the jungle, making their way toward Segi Point. The sun was low on the horizon, making the jungle even darker than it normally was. Butsko thought he should press on through the night and put as much distance as possible between his men and the Japs.


  They'd been on the move for a few hours and Butsko thought he ought to give them a brief rest. ‘Take a break!” he said.


  The men dropped to the ground, and the first thing they did was reach for their packages of Japanese cigarettes, which weren't as strong as American cigarettes, but they'd do. They lit the cigarettes and smoked quietly, because they were too tired to talk.


  Long tree, who'd been on the point, lay on the ground and covered his face with his hat in an effort to keep some of the bugs away. He puffed his cigarette and his mind drifted back to the reservation in Arizona where he'd worked on a farm with the other young men. At night the old men would tell stories of the great days of the Apache people.


  He lay still and listened to the sounds of the jungle. Monkeys scurried in the branches above, birds chirped, insects buzzed around. The wind rustled the branches and leaves, and he wondered if he'd ever make it back to the reservation and hear those wonderful old stories again.


  Something crackled in the jungle not too far away; it wasn't a normal jungle sound. The wind wasn't blowing hard enough to break a branch, and the jungle had no animals heavy enough to break a twig lying on the ground. But it could be something else. Longtree raised his head and wrinkled his long hooked Indian nose, listening for the sound again.


  He heard it again; it was a very suspicious sound. He raised his hand and waved it in the air, indicating to the others that they should remain quiet. He pointed at the woods in the direction of the sound, so they'd know where the problem was. Looking at Butsko, he pointed to himself, and Butsko nodded, giving him permission to investigate.


  Longtree had already taken his pack off, so he would be able to travel light. Getting up, he moved in a crouch toward the sound he'd heard, placing his feet down gently and silently. Then he heard the sound again. Something was moving around out there, and it sounded like a large creature. Longtree crouched down and listened carefully. He heard the noise again. Raising himself a few inches, he slipped through the jungle, moving branches and leaves carefully so that they'd make no sound. After going twenty feet, he stopped again and listened. He heard the noises again; they sounded like a man walking through the jungle. Longtree figured out the path the man was taking and moved to intercept him.


  Creeping through the jungle, Longtree figured it was either a native or a Japanese soldier who was the point man for a patrol farther back. If it was a patrol, he hoped it wouldn't be too big. He hoped they'd be able to knock it out as easily as they'd knocked out the other patrol the previous night.


  Something moved in the jungle straight ahead of Longtree, and Longtree ducked behind a tree, hiding his body completely, but he couldn't see whoever was out there. The tree was wide, and Longtree was able to sling his submachine gun and take out his Ka-bar jungle knife. If the person was a Jap, and he came close enough to Longtree to see him, Longtree would have to kill him before he could sound the alarm. If the Jap didn't see Longtree, he'd just let him go by and then return to Butsko and pass along the information.


  The person came closer. Longtree held his knife in his fist with the blade pointing straight up into the air. The person muttered something in a deep guttural voice, and Longtree tensed. The person stepped closer. He was almost abreast of the tree now. Longtree saw a leg wearing brown pants come into view and then was astonished to see before him a man wearing the uniform of a US Air Corps pilot!


  The pilot saw Longtree out of the corner of his eye and spun around, reaching for his Colt .45. Longtree dropped his knife and dived for the pilot's hand, holding it tightly, the forward motion of his body knocking the pilot to the ground. The pilot fell on his ass and Longtree landed on top of him. Longtree looked down at his face.


  “I'm an American soldier,” he said. “Relax.”


  The pilot's jaw dropped open. “Well, I'll be damned!”


  Longtree rolled off the pilot and picked up his Ka-bar jungle knife, dropping it into its sheath. “You must've got shot down in that raid a few hours ago.”


  “That's right,” said the pilot. “What in the hell are you doing out here?”


  “Making life hard for the Japs.”


  “You're not here alone, are you?”


  “I'll take you to the others.”


  “My name's MacDoughal, by the way. Lieutenant Harold MacDoughal.”


  “I'm Corporal Sam Longtree.”


  MacDoughal stood and shook Longtree's hand. Both men sized each other up. MacDoughal was a big guy, like Homer Gladley, but he looked fat rather than muscular like Homer. Longtree led him back through the jungle to the others, who were lying in the bushes and hiding behind trees, holding their submachine guns ready. When they saw the big American pilot with the miniature American flag sewn to the breast of his shirt, they lowered their guns and stared at him as if he were a ghost.


  Butsko stood and wiped the muck off his pants. “Jesus Christ, where did you come from?” he asked MacDoughal.


  MacDoughal pointed to the sky and grinned. “Up there.”


  “Got shot down, huh?”


  “Yuh.”


  They told each other their names, and then Butsko introduced the men in the recon platoon. Everybody shook hands and acted real friendly; it was a strange and unusual meeting.


  “Well,” said MacDoughal, puffing out his chest, “it looks like I'm the ranking man here.”


  “Afraid not,” Butsko replied. “I'm the ranking man here.”


  “But I'm a lieutenant and you're only a master sergeant!”


  “I'm in charge of this operation,” Butsko said. “If you wanna come along with us, you'll take your orders from me.”


  “Now wait just a minute...” Lieutenant MacDoughal said.


  “I don't have time to wait a minute. There's someplace I gotta go.” Butsko looked at his men. “Let's hit the fucking road!”


  “But what about me?” said MacDoughal.


  “You can come with us or you can go your own way, but if you come with us, you'll take your orders from me.”


  “But...”


  Lieutenant MacDoughal stood there with his jaw hanging open as the men from the recon platoon walked away from him.


  “Hey, wait for me!” he shouted, and then ran to catch up with them. He took a position at the end of the column beside Hotshot Stevenson, who was loping along with his rifle slung over his shoulder, his back permanently curved from bending over pool tables most of his life. “Where we going?” Lieutenant MacDoughal asked Hotshot.


  “We got a date with a submarine,” Hotshot replied.


  “Where?”


  “Damned if I know.”


  “Does Sergeant Butsko know?”


  “I think so.”


  “You're not sure?”


  “I don't have to be sure. That's Butsko's problem.”


  “If it were me, I'd want to be damned sure of where I'm going.”


  “You ain't me,” Hotshot Stevenson said.


  At the head of the column Butsko turned around and scowled. “Knock off the fucking chatter back there!”


  Lieutenant MacDoughal turned red with anger. No sergeant ever had talked to him like that before. But there was nothing Lieutenant MacDoughal could do about it; he was stuck with Butsko and his bunch. If we ever get out of here, MacDoughal thought, I'll show that son of a bitch a thing or two. He can't treat an officer like that and get away with it.


  It was dark when the Japanese soldiers marched the natives and the two women into the camp. At the head of the column Lieutenant Karuma looked at all the bomb craters and devastated buildings, illuminated only by the moon because the bombs had knocked out the electric light generator too. He wanted to punish somebody, but he'd already killed one native that day and didn't want to go too far. Major Unchida had often told him he'd have to keep his temper under control, and maybe he had been right.


  Sergeant Mitsui led the soldiers and prisoners to the area in front of Lieutenant Karuma's old office, which had survived the bombing, and ordered everyone to halt. Lieutenant Karuma walked toward Sergeant Mitsui.


  “Place the prisoners in the stockade!” Lieutenant Karuma said. “Post adequate guards! If anybody escapes, I'll hold you personally responsible!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Sergeant Mitsui saluted, did an about-face, and passed the orders along to his men. Lieutenant Karuma climbed the stairs to his old office and went inside. He lit the kerosene lamp on the desk and looked around. The room had been spruced up and all his papers were piled neatly on his desk. He'd radioed back earlier and ordered that his old office be prepared for his return and that a stockade be constructed for the prisoners.


  Lieutenant Karuma sat down behind his desk and lit a cigarette. He blew smoke into the air and thought about Miss Colby, the thin one with the light hair. What a strange, fascinating creature she was. Lieutenant Karuma had never had sexual relations with a western woman and always wondered what it was like. Some of his friends who'd been to Europe and America had told him western women were very good in bed—perhaps not as skillful as Japanese women, but much more enthusiastic and wild.


  Feeling nervous, Lieutenant Karuma stood and paced the floor, puffing his cigarette. He hadn't seen a woman for eight months and was having hot erotic thoughts about Miss Colby. It was titillating to think that she was his prisoner and he could do anything he liked with her. He couldn't rape her though. Word would get back to Colonel Nishikawa, who would disapprove. But he'd like to rape her. He'd like to rip off her clothes and make her do all sorts of strange piggish things.


  Lieutenant Karuma put out his first cigarette and lit a second one. His brain was aflame with lust. The more he thought about Miss Colby, the worse he got. He knew he should try to think about something else, but he couldn't. He was only twenty-two years old, and sexual desire was riding him the way a cowboy rides a horse.


  Perhaps, he thought, she will go to bed with me willingly. She looks like the floozy type, and probably doesn't care who she sleeps with. She might even be a whore, for all I know. She certainly doesn't look like a missionary. There's something suspicious about her. Maybe she's a spy. Perhaps I should bring her over here right now and question her.


  Lieutenant Karuma walked to the door and opened it up. “Guard!”


  Victoria Brockway and Joanna Corby sat in a corner of the barbed-wire pen, looking at the native men lying on the ground all around them. In a corner of the pen was a hole that was to serve as the latrine, and at the other end a shaky lean-to had been constructed, but no one wanted to sleep underneath it because they were afraid the wind would blow it down.


  “How do you feel, Joanna?” Miss Brockway asked.


  “I wish I had a cigarette,” Joanna replied.


  “Sorry you had to get mixed up in all this.”


  “I should never have come to this island.”


  “That's true, but I guess you thought you had to see your father before he died.”


  Joanna nodded. “What a mistake that was. The bloody bastard made trouble for my mother and me all my life, and now, because of him, the goddamned Japs have got me.”


  Miss Brockway placed her hand on Joanna's shoulder. “He couldn't help being what he was, dear. We must try to be forgiving.”


  


  Joanna looked her in the eye. “Do you forgive the Japs for killing the old chief?”


  “No, but I'm trying.”


  “Why try?”


  “Because Christ told us to forgive our enemies.”


  “To hell with that!” Joanna said vehemently, because she really was no missionary. She just happened to have gotten stuck on the island when the Japanese soldiers occupied it, and Miss Brockway had been covering for her.


  “Hatred breeds more hatred,” Miss Brockway said. “People should try to break the chain of hatred.”


  Joanna bared her teeth. “I hate the Japs and I don't care!” she hissed. “I think you're abnormal.”


  Miss Brockway smiled. “I suppose all Christians are a little abnormal.”


  They heard footsteps approaching and turned around. A Japanese soldier was walking toward the stockade and he stopped to talk with the guards at the front gate. The guards opened the gate and the soldier entered, holding his rifle and bayonet ready to shoot, looking around. His eyes fell on the two women and he walked toward them.


  “Uh-oh,” said Joanna.


  “Be calm,” replied Miss Brockway. “Have faith in the Lord.”


  “I'll have faith in Him when He starts having faith in me.”


  “He already does.”


  The Japanese soldier stopped in front of the two women and pointed at Joanna, saying something in his language.


  “He says you have to go with him,” Miss Brockway said, a tremor in her voice.


  “Where?”


  Miss Brockway asked the guard in her broken Japanese, and he replied gruffly.


  Miss Brockway looked at Joanna. ‘To see that officer,” she translated.


  “What officer?”


  “You know what officer.”


  “What does he want to see me for?”


  Miss Brockway asked the guard, and he told her he didn't know.


  


  “He says he doesn't know.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Joanna said, trembling all over.


  “Be strong. It might not be that bad.”


  “What if it is?”


  Miss Brockway spoke to the guard and asked if she could go instead. The guard shook his head and replied that the lieutenant wanted to question the other woman and that she'd better hurry or he'd drag her by her hair.


  “You'd better go,” Miss Brockway said. “I'll pray for you.”


  “A lot of good that'll do.”


  Joanna got to her feet defiantly. The whole situation was making her angry. If the Jap officer wanted to chop off her head, he could bloody well do it, but she wasn't going to take any guff from him.


  She followed the soldier out of the pen, and the guards latched the gate behind them. Placing her hands in the pockets of her tan slacks, she walked with the Japanese soldier across the open area to the shack with the light shining in the window. Joanna thought she knew what the Japanese officer wanted from her. She was an attractive woman and accustomed to having men look at her with lust in their eyes. She'd seen lust in the eyes of that horrible Japanese officer. He wanted her body just like all the others wanted her body, and that's why he wanted to question her and not Miss Brockway.


  They reached the wooden building, and the Japanese soldier motioned with his rifle, indicating that she should climb the steps and go inside. Joanna took a deep breath and climbed the stairs. Her hand trembled slightly as she raised it in the air and pounded on the door.


  “Come in!”


  She opened the door and entered the room. The Japanese officer was sitting behind his desk, and the kerosene lamp cast an orange glow on his sharp features. Standing to the rear of him was the other Japanese soldier who'd done the translating earlier in the day.


  “Good evening, miss,” said the Japanese soldier. “My name is Corporal Taguchi and I am Lieutenant Karuma's interpreter. Lieutenant Karuma would like to ask you a few questions. Please be seated.”


  


  Joanna sat on the chair in front of the desk and looked into Lieutenant Karuma's eyes, seeing the lust and madness there, and she averted her gaze, because he scared her half to death. Lieutenant Karuma smiled and held out his package of cigarettes, and Joanna thought his head looked like a skull with a handlebar mustache.


  “The lieutenant is offering you a cigarette,” Corporal Taguchi said.


  Joanna reached for a cigarette and pulled it out of the pack. Corporal Taguchi lit her cigarette with a match. Joanna inhaled the cigarette. The smoke tasted wonderful. Lieutenant Karuma said something in Japanese to Corporal Taguchi.


  “The lieutenant does not think you are a missionary,” Corporal Taguchi said.


  “He's right: I'm not.”


  Corporal Taguchi wrinkled his brow and passed the information to Lieutenant Karuma, who smiled again and asked another question.”


  “The lieutenant wants to know what you are if you're not a missionary.”


  “I came to this island to visit my father,” Joanna explained, “and soon thereafter soldiers from your army invaded the island. They killed my father but didn't harm me. To make a long story short, I wound up with the missionaries because I didn't have anywhere else to go. Miss Brockway tells everybody I'm a missionary in order to protect me, but I'm no missionary. I'd just like to get the hell off this island.”


  Corporal Taguchi relayed this information to Lieutenant Karuma, who nodded and knitted his eyebrows together. He thought for a few moments, then said something to Corporal Taguchi.


  “The lieutenant wants to know what your father was doing on this island.”


  “He was looking for gold. All his life he believed there was gold on this island, and he looked for it in the mountains. As far as I know, he never found any.”


  Corporal Taguchi spoke to Lieutenant Karuma, and they had a conversation during which it was Joanna's impression that Corporal Taguchi was defending her. Finally Corporal Taguchi turned to her again.


  


  “The lieutenant thinks your father was a spy.”


  “He wasn't smart enough to be a spy.”


  “The lieutenant thinks you're a spy too.”


  “I'm not a spy.”


  “He says he could execute you right now if he wanted to.”


  “All I can say is that I'm not a spy. Can I have another cigarette before he executes me?” she asked sarcastically.


  “Of course.”


  Joanna took another cigarette from the pack on the desk, while Corporal Taguchi and Lieutenant Karuma spoke more. Lieutenant Karuma appeared angry, and Corporal Taguchi was evidently trying to reason with him. Finally Corporal Taguchi took his hat from a peg and looked at Joanna.


  “Lieutenant Karuma would like to speak with you alone.”


  “But he doesn't speak English!”


  Lieutenant Karuma shot Corporal Taguchi an angry look, and Corporal Taguchi appeared worried.


  “How can he talk with me if he doesn't speak English!” Joanna demanded.


  Corporal Taguchi didn't reply. He opened the door, stepped outside, and closed the door behind him. Joanna turned around and looked at Lieutenant Karuma, who sat behind his desk languidly, puffing a cigarette and gazing at her through half-closed eyes. She glanced at the wall behind him, decorated with a large framed photograph of General Tojo, not wanting to look directly at Lieutenant Karuma because he was so scary.


  Lieutenant Karuma stood behind his desk and glared at her. She turned her eyes to him to see what he was trying this time, and he had a stern expression on his face. Lieutenant Karuma kicked his chair out of the way, swaggered to his cot against the side wall, and stood next to it, placing his hands on his hips. She looked away and puffed her cigarette, trying to be nonchalant although she knew that something dreadful was about to happen.


  He cleared his throat and shouted at her in Japanese. She couldn't understand what he said, but had a good idea what he was driving at. She puffed her cigarette and smiled, trying to act dumb. He charged toward her, grabbed her arm, and yanked her to her feet. She shouted in pain, because it felt as though he'd pulled her arm out of its socket. He pulled her across the room and threw her onto the cot. She bounced off the mattress and her shoulder collided with the wall. He shouted at her again; she could no longer pretend that she didn't know what he wanted. All she could do was look him in the eye and shake her head no. He could rape her if he wanted to, but she wasn't going to give him anything of her own free will.


  He snarled, shouted as her again, and drew his finger across his throat. She knew exactly what he was trying to communicate. If she didn't let him have his way with her, he'd kill her, and she knew that he could do it. He could explain afterwards that he'd executed her for being a spy, or he'd killed her because she tried to escape, or she'd pulled a knife out of her brassiere and he was forced to shoot her down.


  But Joanna was a tough broad, and she'd been around. She'd fought off many drunks in her day, and a few times she'd gotten into scratching, biting battles with other women. Nobody was going to push her around. She'd rather die than lose her sense of integrity.


  She looked up at him defiantly and shook her head no. He pulled out his Nambu pistol, worked the bolt, and pointed it to her head.


  She shook her head no again.


  His face turned red and his eyes bugged out of his head. He threw the Nambu against the wall and dived on top of her, tearing at her clothes. She went for his eyes with her long fingernails and screamed at the top of her lungs. He lowered his head at the last moment and she dug her fingernails into his shaved head, making eight red lines across it.


  He howled through clenched teeth, backed off, got to his feet, looked around, saw his Nambu lying on the floor, and picked it up. His lips quivering with rage, he pointed the pistol at her and tightened his finger around the trigger.


  She thought for sure that her number had come up; all she could do was scream from the depths of her soul. Her voice was highly developed, due to her years of singing in smoky nightclubs, and it came out so loudly that Lieutenant Karuma flinched. He loosened his finger on the trigger and looked around nervously, afraid that somebody would hear. Joanna realized that she was embarrassing him and screamed all the louder. He raised one finger to his mouth and said, “Ssshhhh,” but she continued to scream, because she knew he was worried about what his men were thinking about him. Evidently it was not honorable for a Japanese officer to rape or beat up a woman.


  But Joanna didn't know when to stop. She'd prevented him from raping or shooting her, but now she was going too far. His embarrassment became anger again, and he raised his Nambu in the air, whacking her across the face.


  The blow knocked her cold, and she collapsed onto his bed. Blood trickled out the corner of her mouth, and he looked down at her, wondering what to do. If he wanted to, he could take down her pants and do it to her then and there, but somehow he wasn't in the mood anymore. Everybody in the camp must have heard the bitch screaming. It was best to get her out of there.


  “Corporal Taguchi!” he shouted.


  The door opened and Corporal Taguchi entered the office. He saw Joanna lying on the cot, blood on the side of her face.


  “She tried to escape,” Lieutenant Karuma said. “I had to subdue her.”


  Corporal Taguchi's brow became furrowed with thought, and Lieutenant Karuma realized he'd made a mistake. If the girl had tried to escape, what was she doing in his bed? He was afraid Corporal Taguchi would suspect he'd tried to take advantage of her sexually.


  “After I subdued her, I set her down on the bed,” Lieutenant Karuma muttered. “Couldn't leave her on the floor.”


  Corporal Taguchi's eyes swept the floor, but he could see no blood, and Lieutenant Karuma knew it. Then Lieutenant Karuma decided that the only thing to do was get tough and be the base commander.


  “She wouldn't talk, but I still think she's a spy. I'll have to notify Colonel Nishikawa; maybe he'll want to interrogate her. In the meantime, take her away! The bitch is lucky I didn't kill her.”


  “But, sir,” said Corporal Taguchi, “how could you expect her to talk if you and she don't speak a common language?”


  


  Lieutenant Karuma looked coldly at Corporal Taguchi, and Corporal Taguchi averted his gaze. Corporal Taguchi knew he had no right to ask an officer a question like that, but sometimes he forgot he was in the army.


  The girl moaned and stirred on the cot.


  “Get her out of here!” Lieutenant Karuma said.


  Corporal Taguchi walked to the cot and bent over the girl.


  “Are you all right?’ he asked gently.


  “I said get her out of here!”


  “Come on,” said Corporal Taguchi, lifting Joanna from the cot.


  Lieutenant Karuma sat behind his desk and scowled as he looked over pieces of correspondence and communiques from Colonel Nishikawa's headquarters. Corporal Taguchi helped Joanna stumble toward the door. Her head was clearing, and the side of her face stung from Lieutenant Karuma's blow. She licked the blood off her lips as Corporal Taguchi opened the door. Pausing a moment, she recalled what Lieutenant Karuma had done to her, and she became furious.


  Turning around, she screamed, “You son of a bitch!”


  Lieutenant Karuma pretended not to hear her. Corporal Taguchi eased her outside and closed the door behind them.


  “You shouldn't antagonize him,” Corporal Taguchi said. “He has a very bad temper, and sometimes I think he's not right in his head.”


  Joanna looked at him and wondered what his game was, because he was being gentle with her. They descended the steps and walked across the open space to the stockade.


  “The cut on your face is still bleeding,” Corporal Taguchi said. “I hope that other woman can do something.”


  “She's a nurse,” Joanna said.


  “I'll see if I can steal a bandage from the hospital.”


  “You're so different from the others,” Joanna told him. “And you speak English very well. What are you doing here?”


  “I was drafted into the Army, but before the war I was what you call a commercial traveler, and I spent a lot of time in these islands. I've even heard of your father.”


  “Really!”


  


  “Oh, yes. He was a legend to the natives—the Australian who lived all alone in the hills, looking for gold. You should never have come here to see him.”


  “I wouldn't have if I'd known that the Japanese army was going to invade.”


  “Didn't you know that the situation here in the Pacific was deteriorating? Don't you read newspapers?”


  “I hate newspapers, but I'll read them from now on if I ever get out of here.”


  Corporal Taguchi didn't reply, because he didn't think she'd ever get out of there alive.


  “Do you know Miss Brockway?” she asked.


  “No, but I've heard of her. The natives consider her an angel.”


  “She is, but I'm not, and if I ever get the chance, I'm going to kill that son of a bitch back there.”


  “It's not a good idea for you to think that way,” he said. “The lieutenant is a very dangerous man.”


  “Maybe so,” Joanna replied, “but this time he's picked on the wrong person.”


  Corporal Taguchi smiled. “I can't help admiring your—how do you say it?—spunk! Yes, I think that's how you say it. Anyway, I can't help admiring your spunk, but I wouldn't do anything foolish if I were you.”


  “You're not me,” Joanna said.


  Corporal Taguchi didn't reply. If the girl wanted to do something foolish and get herself killed, that was her problem. One can only help another person so much. They arrived at the front gate of the stockade.


  “Good luck to you,” Corporal Taguchi said.


  “Same to you,” she replied.


  Corporal Taguchi muttered something to the guards, and they opened the gate. Joanna walked inside, and the natives looked at her with concern on their faces. Miss Brockway stood and walked toward her.


  “My God, what have they done to you?” she exclaimed.


  The cut on Joanna's face still hurt, and she had a terrible headache. “It wasn't so bad,” Joanna replied.


  


  “Let me look at that wound!”


  Joanna sat on the ground, and Miss Brockway tore a length of material out of the hem of her dress, spitting on it and cleaning the cut. Joanna closed her eyes and clenched her teeth, trying not to be aware of the pain.


  


  


  NINE . . .


  The Reverend Billie Jones slept deeply next to a bush, snoring and gurgling, as bugs flew around him and came to rest on his skin, had a short meal and then flew away again.


  The bugs didn't bother Billie because he was shot full of morphine and feeling no pain. He was having an erotic drugged-out dream about being alone with Lana Turner in a fancy hotel in Hollywood.


  Billie Jones had never been in Hollywood in his life, but he imagined it to be a fabulous paradise, and he'd always had the hots for Lana Turner, whom he considered the most beautiful woman in the world. Although he'd been a wandering preacher before the war, he'd always had an eye for beautiful women and a taste for a glass of fine whiskey. If the good Lord didn't want men to have sexual relations with women, he wouldn't have made women so beautiful.


  The dream was in Technicolor, and Billie Jones didn't know if the room was Lana Turner's or his own, but he'd just closed the door and she had taken off her mink stole, throwing it over the back of a chair. Underneath she wore a white gown covered with diamonds and cut low in front so that he almost could see her nipples. He was wearing the same fatigue outfit he had on as he was sleeping.


  They looked at each other, and passion simmered between them.


  “Kiss me,” she said in her most sultry voice.


  Billie Jones walked three steps and took her in his arms, squeezing her tightly against him, kissing her famous lips, becoming intoxicated by the fragrance that emanated from her wonderfully supple body.


  “I love you so much!” she said.


  He found the zipper in back of her dress and pulled it down. The dress fell off her and he stepped back, letting it drop to the floor. Underneath she wore nothing except her amazing perfume. He picked her up, carried her to the big wide bed, and laid her down. Then he tore off his uniform and dived on top of her.


  His head landed between her breasts, and he feasted on them, licking, slobbering, and sucking her nipples, which were now hard like the erasers on the ends of pencils and tasty like fresh oranges.


  “Oh!” she said, moaning, moving her head from side on the pillow, her beautiful golden hair thrashing about. “Don't stop!”


  Billie Jones couldn't stop even if he wanted to. He held both of her breasts in his hands, moved the nipples close together, and placed both of them into his mouth.


  “Not that!” she cried. “I'll go crazy if you do that!”


  He ran his tongue across both her nipples, and she whimpered like a defeated dog. Her chest rose and fell with her deep breathing, and Billie knew he really had her all worked up. The famous, fabulous movie queen was crazy about him. He decided it was time to get down to some serious fucking.


  He crawled up her body and prepared to stick it in. Their eyes met, and he fell under her enchantment.


  “Do it to me!” she begged. “Don't make me wait any longer!”


  “Anything you say, Miss Turner,” he replied in his most ingratiating voice.


  He held his banana in his hand and angled it toward her valley of dreams, when suddenly she raised her hand and pushed his shoulder.


  “Why are you pushing me away?” he asked.


  She smiled mysteriously and pushed him again.


  “Am I doing something wrong?”


  She pushed him again, more forcefully this time, and he opened his eyes. He was lying on his back in the jungle and a native was bending over him, shaking his shoulder. Billie Jones blinked. He was back on New Georgia.


  Billie Jones didn't know whether the native was friendly or not. He'd heard that there were headhunters on those islands who'd kill an American as quickly as they'd kill anybody else.


  “Wake up!” said the native.


  “What do you want?” Billie replied.


  “Wake up. You go see Captain Eadie now!”


  “Who?”


  Billie Jones sat up and looked around. He saw more natives waking up the other men in the recon platoon. The native held out his hand and helped Billie to his feet. Billie walked unsteadily toward Butsko, who was conferring with one of the natives. Butsko had his map out and the native was looking at it.


  “How far?” asked Butsko.


  “Maybe one mile, maybe less.”


  The men from the recon platoon and the natives, who numbered five, gathered around Butsko and the native looking at the map. Lieutenant MacDoughal joined them, his face swollen with mosquito bites.


  “What's going on here, Sergeant?” he asked, pushing his way through the men and looking at the map over Butsko's shoulder.


  “We're about a half-mile from the radio station on Segi Point.”


  “What radio station is that?”


  “It's one of the Australian stations. We're supposed to contact Guadalcanal by radio from there and see about getting picked up.”


  Lieutenant MacDoughal grunted, because he knew about the system of coast watchers throughout the Southwest Pacific. Manned by officers from the Royal Australian Navy, they reported Japanese air and sea movements in their area to a central information center and had warned the Allies many times of impending attacks.


  “Let's get this show on the road,” Butsko said. “Saddle up and get ready to move out.”


  “What about breakfast?” asked Homer Gladley


  “We'll eat when we get to the station. Let's go!”


  The men hoisted their packs and slung their submachine guns. Butsko lined them up and motioned for the natives to lead the way. The natives headed into the jungle, and the men from the recon platoon followed them.


  Butsko was happy, because he thought the worst was over. The natives knew their way back to the station, and there were few Japanese patrols on this end of the island. All they had to do now was wait for the submarine to pick them up.


  Except for a few bad moments, like the one in the swamp with the crocodiles, it hadn't been a difficult operation at all, Butsko thought.


  “Uh-oh,” said Miss Brockway.


  Joanna turned around and saw Lieutenant Karuma walking toward the stockade, accompanied by twenty men. It was morning, and the sun shone brightly on the stockade, which was in the open and broiling in the sun. Some of the natives were at work strengthening the lean-to erected hastily by the Japanese. A bucket of water had been brought to the stockade shortly after dawn, but no food. Joanna relieved herself in the latrine that morning while the Japanese guards watched avidly, but she had no choice. When you've got to go, you've got to go.


  Lieutenant Karuma wore his samurai sword strapped to his waist and walked erectly, the proud picture of a Japanese officer, but he was still troubled by his disagreeable encounter with the Australian woman the evening before, for she had caused him to be embarrassed in front of a common soldier in his command, Corporal Taguchi. Lieutenant Karuma was angry beneath his stern countenance, and when he was angry, it always made him feel better if he could make somebody suffer.


  The native men mumbled to each other, because they knew Lieutenant Karuma wasn't coming to wish them good morning. Joanna gazed hatefully at Lieutenant Karuma, unconsciously touching her hand to the bandage on her cheek where he'd hit her with his pistol. Lieutenant Karuma stopped in front of the stockade, his men on either side of him, and Corporal Taguchi stepped forward, making a brief speech in the native dialect.


  “What's he saying?” Joanna asked Miss Brockway.


  “He asked if we're prepared now to tell him where the Americans are, and if we're not, they're going to kill another one of us.”


  Joanna swallowed hard, and the cut on her cheek throbbed painfully. What kind of madman was this Japanese officer? She thought him the cruelest person she'd ever seen.


  Miss Brockway stood up and addressed Lieutenant Karuma in Japanese. “See here,” she told him, “we don't know anything about any Americans. How many of us do you have to kill before you realize that?”


  “Woman,” replied Lieutenant Karuma, “if you speak to me again like that, I'll have you shot!”


  Miss Brockway decided to keep her mouth shut from then on.


  “What did he say?” Joanna asked.


  “He threatened to have me shot.”


  “That bastard.”


  Lieutenant Karuma murmured something to Corporal Taguchi, who turned and faced the prisoners in the stockade again. He repeated his previous statement in the native dialect, and once more the natives didn't respond. Lieutenant Karuma said something to his soldiers, and six of them marched toward the gate of the stockade. The guards opened the gate and the Japanese soldiers stormed inside.


  The native men didn't run away or try to hide. They stayed where they were, and the Japanese soldiers seized the nearest native to them, a short fellow wearing only a lavalava skirt. They dragged him out; he didn't struggle, but his head hung low and it was clear that he was resigned to his fate.


  The guards closed the gate and the soldiers carried the man before Lieutenant Karuma, who pulled his sword slowly from its scabbard. Miss Brockway covered her eyes with her hands, while Joanna watched with horrified fascination. The soldiers laid the native on the ground and Lieutenant Karuma raised his sword in the air, his eyes glittering with pleasure. The blade of his samurai sword flashed in the light of the sun as he swung it down, and whump, the native's head was chopped off.


  Lieutenant Karuma smiled faintly as he stepped back, blood dripping from his sword. He turned to Corporal Taguchi, murmured a few words to him, and walked back toward his headquarters, holding his samurai sword out to his side, trailing tiny drops of blood behind him.


  Corporal Taguchi made another statement in the native dialect, and Joanna could figure out that he was warning them about more executions if the natives didn't furnish the information Lieutenant Karuma wanted. Then Corporal Taguchi and the other soldiers walked away, leaving the decapitated native lying on the ground, his head a few feet away, turned face up to the sun.


  Miss Brockway was pale, and she sat on the ground. Joanna dropped to her knees beside her.


  “Good people have no defense against such baseness,” Miss Brockway said.


  “We have to do something!” Joanna replied.


  “There's nothing we can do,” Miss Brockway said, resignation in her voice.


  “There must be something,” Joanna told her. “We can't just let the swine kill us one by one like this.”


  The coast watcher station was on a high wooded plateau overlooking the ocean, and the recon platoon arrived at ten o'clock in the morning after an arduous climb up the hill. Natives ran forward to the thatched hut in a grove of trees, and a few moments later two white men came out.


  One wore tan shorts and a tan shirt with the markings of the Royal Australian Navy on the collar, and the other wore dirty white slacks and a tan shirt with no markings. The first was of average build and had military bearing, with a beat-up cap like General MacArthur's on his head, while the second was tall and gawky, with a black mustache and a floppy straw hat perched forward on his head.


  


  “Well, hello there,” said the one with the military insignia on his shirt, holding out his hand. “I'm Captain Eadie, and this here is Jimmy Hughes.”


  Butsko raised his hand to shake with Captain Eadie, when suddenly Lieutenant MacDoughal shot in front of him and grabbed Captain Eadie's hand. “I'm Lieutenant MacDoughal, sir, and this is Sergeant Butsko.”


  “Oh, yes, Sergeant Butsko. We've been expecting you.” Captain Eadie smiled and shook Butsko's hand. “You're a day late.”


  “Got a little tied up back there,” Butsko said.


  “Anything serious?”


  “I haven't lost any of my men, if that's what you mean, and we blew the ammo dump.”


  “Good show!” Captain Eadie said. “Come in to my hut here and we'll have a little talk.” He looked at Lieutenant MacDoughal. “You, too, Lieutenant. By the way, where have you come from?”


  Lieutenant MacDoughal opened his mouth to reply, but Butsko beat him to the draw.


  “He got shot down yesterday and we found him in the jungle,” Butsko said.


  Lieutenant MacDoughal's mouth still was wide open, and Captain Eadie slapped him on the shoulder. “You're lucky Sergeant Butsko found you , Lieutenant. Many pilots who were shot down died before natives could reach them.”


  Butsko turned around and looked at his men. “You can have your breakfast now, and stay the fuck out of trouble!”


  The men from the recon platoon found places to sit, while Butsko entered the hut with Captain Eadie, Jimmy Hughes, and Lieutenant MacDoughal. A large round table was in the center of the room, and bunks covered with mosquito netting were against the walls. Facing the ocean, in front of a large window, was a table with a shortwave radio transmitter on top of it.


  Captain Eadie took a bottle of whiskey and some glasses from a cupboard and brought them to the table. Butsko couldn't help noticing the contrast between Captain Eadie and Jimmy Hughes, because Captain Eadie was sprightly and alert, a very proper officer, whereas Jimmy Hughes had the carriage and demeanor of a Bowery bum.


  Captain Eadie sat and poured straight shots for all of them, and Butsko's perceptions were confirmed when Jimmy Hughes grabbed his glass eagerly and brought it to his lips.


  “Just a moment, Jimmy,” Captain Eadie said.


  Jimmy Hughes's hand stopped in midair. Captain Eadie raised his own glass high. “To our American friends: Welcome to the Segi Point Coastwatcher Station!”


  “Thanks,” said Butsko with a grin. “It's good to be here.”


  “Yes indeed,” added Lieutenant MacDoughal.


  The men raised their glasses to their lips, but Jimmy Hughes won the race, gulping his liquor down before Butsko even started. This guy looks like a real fucking scumbag, Butsko thought.


  “Well,” said Captain Eadie, “I suppose all we have to do now is call Guadalcanal and tell them to send a submarine to pick you and your men up.”


  “When're you gonna do that?” Butsko asked.


  “We make our regular broadcasts at night, so the radio frequencies will be clear during the day for emergency transmissions.”


  “How long you been here?” Butsko asked.


  “I've been here about a year, but Jimmy has been on New Georgia for ten years. He managed a coconut plantation before the Japs came, right, Jimmy?”


  “Those fucking Japs,” Jimmy said, looking at the empty bottom of his glass. “How about another little snort, Captain?”


  Captain Eadie poured two fingers of whiskey in each of their glasses, this time proposing no toast, and Jimmy gulped his down immediately again.


  “Sorry for my bad manners, gentlemen,” he said, “but I'm a drunk and you might as well know it. I don't get a drink very often.” He licked the ends of his mustache with his tongue. “The good captain keeps the whiskey locked up, but I don't blame him. If he didn't, I'd drink it all up in no time at all.”


  Captain Eadie shrugged. “Got to keep him sober, because he can talk with the natives and I can't. Don't know what I'd do without Jimmy.”


  


  There was a commotion in front of the hut, and a moment later a tall native walked in with a young curly-headed boy.


  “Sorry to bother you, sir,” the native said, “but something terrible has happened. The Japanese have killed the chief in the village that this boy is from, and they've taken all the other men—and two Australian missionary women—hostage.”


  “Hostage for what?” Captain Eadie asked.


  “The Japanese officer said he will keep them and kill one each day until they tell him where the Americans are.” The native looked at Butsko. “He said Americans made big trouble for him and he wants to kill them.”


  “Where did he take them?” asked Captain Eadie.


  “The big camp in the valley.”


  “Does the boy know if the officer in charge was Major Uchida?”


  “It was the other officer, the one with the funny mustache.”


  “Lieutenant Karuma,” said Captain Eadie. “I might have known. I wonder what happened to Major Uchida?”


  The tall native shrugged. “I don't know.”


  “How many natives were taken hostage?”


  “Twenty-four, sir, and the two women.”


  “My God,” said Captain Eadie. “We've got to get them out of there. If Major Uchida has been transferred and Lieutenant Karuma is in charge, there's no telling what might happen to them.”


  “Who's this Lieutenant Karuma?” Butsko asked.


  “Oh, he's a bad one,” Captain Eadie said, “a real blood-thirsty son of a gun. He's always been very harsh in his dealings with the natives, but Major Uchida has kept a rein on him until now.”


  “Are the hostages at the camp where we blew up the ammo dump?”


  “Yes.”


  “We killed quite a number of Japs while we were there. We might have killed the major you're talking about.”


  “I hope not, because there won't be anybody to keep Lieutenant Karuma in check.”


  “A good Jap is a dead Jap,” Butsko said. “I don't give a shit who he is.”


  


  “Major Uchida was humane once in a while,” Captain Eadie replied. “But Lieutenant Karuma is a sadist and he hates natives.” Captain Eadie took a deep breath and sighed. “I doubt if I have enough armed natives to attack the camp.”


  “You'll need a lot of them,” Butsko said. “I figger there must be at least eighty or ninety Japs left in that camp.”


  Captain Eadie looked at Butsko. “You couldn't help us, could you?”


  Butsko stiffened. “Me?”


  “You and your men.”


  Butsko shook his head. “I don't think so. We're supposed to leave here as soon as we finish our mission.”


  “If you don't help us, those twenty-four native men and two Australian women will probably be killed.”


  “Listen,” said Butsko, “I'm just an ordinary soldier and I follow orders. My orders are to get the hell off this island when I'm finished with my work.”


  Captain Eadie scratched his head and smiled ruefully. “Actually I suppose I'm in command of all Allied troops on this island. You're under my jurisdiction now. I could order you to help me.”


  “I don't think so, Captain. You'd have to clear it with Guadalcanal.”


  “You think they wouldn't give me permission to use you? Do you have any idea of what this station has done for Guadalcanal and conceivably could do in the future? If I don't at least try to rescue the natives who've been captured, the other natives will never help me again, and I need them desperately. Without them the Japanese would have got me long ago. Without this station a Japanese convoy could sail down the Slot and the Americans on Guadalcanal wouldn't know about it until the convoy was right on top of them. And let's make no bones about it, Sergeant Butsko: This station wouldn't last long without the help and support of the natives.”


  Butsko shrugged. “Maybe you should call Guadalcanal and get permission for me and my men to help out.”


  “By the time they make a decision there, more natives may be killed, and I hate to think of what might happen to those two women.” Captain Eadie leaned toward Butsko. “Listen to me. Those natives outside this hut are waiting for us to do something, and if we don't take action immediately, they'll lose faith in us. They'll believe all the Japanese propaganda. It could jeopardize the entire coastwatcher network throughout this area.”


  The tall native, who had stood silently during the conversation, bent over and rapped his mahogony knuckles on the table. “If you no help us, why we help you?”


  Everybody looked at Butsko, who looked at his glass. “I need another drink,” he said.


  Captain Eadie poured whiskey into his glass, and Butsko sipped some, letting it burn his tongue and gums before swallowing it down. He didn't feel like attacking that Japanese camp again, but he understood the logic of what Captain Eadie and the native had said.


  “I'll do it,” Butsko told Captain Eadie, “but you'd better back me up if I have any trouble with my headquarters over this.”


  “I'll back you one hundred percent, and so will the entire Australian navy.”


  “Okay, it's settled. We might as well get moving as soon as we can, because the sooner we get this over with, the better.” He looked at Lieutenant MacDoughal. “You coming with us, champ?”


  Lieutenant MacDoughal thought about it for a few moments, and it occurred to him that the natives of New Georgia had probably saved a lot of pilots. He didn't know how to be an infantry soldier, but he should help out. “Just give me a gun and tell me what to do,” he said.


  Butsko slapped him on the shoulder. “Now you'll have a chance to find out what the real war is like.”


  Captain Eadie stood up. “There's no time to lose,” he said. “We might as well start planning the rescue right now.” Walking to the table where the radio was, he picked up a large map of New Georgia and carried it back to the round table, spreading it out. “Sergeant Butsko, you're an infantry soldier. How would you go about this?” he asked.


  “How many men will we have?” Butsko asked.


  “I think we can round up about fifty natives.”


  


  “That's not much.”


  “It's the best we can do on short notice.”


  “What kind of weapons will they have?”


  “Your army's M 1 rifles and carbines.”


  “No automatic stuff?”


  “No.”


  “What about hand grenades?”


  “None.”


  “Any mortars?”


  “No.”


  Butsko blew air out the corner of his mouth. “We won't have a hell of a lot to work with. Those Japs have machine guns and mortars. As soon as they realize they're being attacked, they'll hit us with everything they have, and they outnumber us two to one.”


  “What if we get Henderson Field to bomb the camp before we go in?” Captain Eadie asked.


  “You think you can get them to do that?”


  “I think so.”


  “Won't that take a lot of time?”


  Lieutenant MacDoughal smiled. “Not if you tell them there's a captured American pilot in that village. They'll respond real fast to that.”


  Captain Eadie nodded. “That's right. And we've got flares to guide the planes in.”


  “Hey, wait a minute,” Butsko said. “You said it would take too long to get permission to use me and my men, but now you're telling me you won't have any trouble getting permission for a fast airstrike. What the hell's going on here?”


  “Well,” said Captain Eadie, “your Air Corps bombs New Georgia all the time, but we've never had troops here before. You've set a precedent by coming here, and if I know military organizations, it'll take them a while to make up their minds about you. But maybe not. I'll ask them if you want.”


  Butsko waved his hand. “Forget about it,” he said. “Just tell them we're going. We're supposed to be making trouble for the Japs here, and I guess this'll be part of our job too.” He looked at the map again. “How long will it take for us to get from here to the Japanese camp?”


  


  “I think we can be there by midnight.”


  “Then have the planes attack at oh-one-hundred hours. Will that give us enough time to get away before daylight?”


  Jimmy Hughes cleared his throat. “The natives know this island much better than the Japs, and so do I, for that matter. If we can get a little bit of a head start, those Japs never will find us.”


  “If you're gonna get a head start,” Butsko said, “somebody'll have to stay behind and fight a rearguard action.”


  Jimmy Hughes wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “Seems to me like you infantry fellers would be best for that.”


  Butsko groaned, because he knew he and his men were going to be in the soup again. “Yeah, I guess you're right about that,” he admitted. “But we'll need somebody to guide us out of there after we're finished. You gonna volunteer for that, Jimmy boy?”


  “Why not?” Jimmy Hughes said.


  “Good enough.” Butsko leaned over the map. “Okay, let's work out the details. We might as well bring Corporal Bannon in here, because he's good at stuff like this.” Butsko looked at Captain Eadie. “And you might as well call Guadalcanal right now.”


  “Will do,” said Captain Eadie.


  Captain Eadie stood and walked to the radio transmitter, and Jimmy Hughes took the opportunity to pour himself another shot of whiskey. Butsko walked to the door and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hey, Bannon!” he yelled. “Get your fucking ass in here on the double!”


  


  


  TEN . . .


  It was night in the prisoner compound, and Joanna Corby was pacing back and forth, her arms crossed underneath her breasts, thinking about the next morning and the murder of another native.


  All the natives—Miss Brockway, too—were sleeping fitfully around the stockade, but Joanna couldn't sleep because she knew she could save a life the following day if she wanted to. All she had to do was come to terms with Lieutenant Karuma. Maybe if she agreed to have sex with him, he wouldn't kill any more natives.


  But could she go through with it? she wondered. She considered him the most despicable man she'd ever met, hideously ugly, without a shred of decency in his body. And it wasn't just because he was Japanese. She'd seen attractive Japanese men in Australia before the war, but Lieutenant Karuma was a monster in every way.


  I'll have to go through with it, she said to herself, grinding her teeth together. It'll be awful, but not as awful as seeing these natives get murdered one after the other. She believed she was morally obligated to save the natives if she could. I'll just close my eyes and pretend he's Johnny Burke.


  Johnny Burke had been her boyfriend. He was drafted into the Army and was fighting in Burma under General William Slim. She hadn't heard from him for months. Sometimes she was afraid he'd been killed in action.


  Joanna stopped and looked through the barbed-wire fence at Lieutenant Karuma's headquarters building. Light shone through the windows; he still was awake. She estimated that it was ten or eleven o'clock in the evening. If she was going to do it, she should act before it got too late.


  “Guard!” she said, waving her hand.


  The two guards at the gate looked at her.


  “Lieutenant Karuma,” she told them, pointing at his headquarters. “Lieutenant Karuma.” Then she pointed to herself. “Me. Lieutenant Karuma and me. Do you understand what I'm saying, you filthy bastards?”


  The Japanese guards looked at each other and shrugged. Two more guards came over and a conference was held. They looked at Joanna and then at Lieutenant Karuma's headquarters.


  “I want to see Lieutenant Karuma!” she said to them. “Take me to Lieutenant Karuma!”


  The guards discussed the matter for a few more minutes. Then one of them shrugged and walked across the open area to Lieutenant Karuma's headquarters. He climbed the four steps, knocked on the door, waited a few moments, and then went inside.


  Joanna broke out in a cold sweat. I've done it now, she thought. There's no backing out now. A shudder passed over her as she realized the full implications of what she'd done. I have to screw him now, she thought. Oh, my God.


  She felt a hand on her shoulder and looked around. It was Miss Brockway, and several of the natives had also been awakened by her conversation with the guards.


  “What do you think you're doing?” Miss Brockway asked sternly.


  Joanna looked away. “You know what I'm doing.”


  “I'm afraid I don't. What do you want to talk with Lieutenant Karuma for?”


  Joanna turned to Miss Brockway and their eyes locked together. “He wants to have sex with me, and I'll let him if he won't kill any more of the natives.”


  Miss Brockway was horrified. “No!”


  “Can you think of any better way to save these people?”


  Miss Brockway didn't know what to say. Joanna turned to the headquarters building again and saw the guard reappear, jump down the stairs, and run toward the other barracks, disappearing in the alley between two of them.


  “Joanna,” said Miss Brockway, “I don't know what to say.”


  “Then don't say anything.”


  “This is very noble of you.”


  “Oh, stop it.”


  “But it's true.” She wrapped her arms around Joanna and hugged her tightly. “You're a saint—that's what you are!”


  “No I'm not,” Joanna said, “and besides, what I'm going to do is nothing compared to having your head chopped off.”


  “You're very brave,” Miss Brockway said, releasing her hold on Joanna.


  “Wouldn't you do the same thing if you could?”


  Miss Brockway thought for a few moments, then nodded. “Yes, I suppose I would.”


  “I think most women would, so there's nothing special about me.”


  Across the clearing Joanna saw the guard running back toward Lieutenant Karuma's headquarters, and behind the guard ran Corporal Taguchi buttoning his shirt. Both of them ascended the stairs and entered Lieutenant Karuma's headquarters.


  “I wish there was something I could do for you,” Miss Brockway said.


  “Nobody can do anything for me now.”


  Miss Brockway looked at the cut on Joanna's cheek. A long blackish-red scab covered it, but there was no infection. Miss Brockway had removed the bandage earlier in the day to let the air get at the gash.


  The door of Lieutenant Karuma's headquarters opened again, and Corporal Taguchi, followed by the guard, hopped down the steps. They walked side by side toward the stockade, and Joanna's blood turned to ice.


  


  “Joanna,” said Miss Brockway, “you don't have to go through with it if you don't want to.”


  “I'm going through with it,” Joanna said with determination.


  “My God . . . my God,” Miss Brockway said, closing her eyes. “How can things like this be permitted to happen?”


  The guard and Corporal Taguchi approached the stockade. Corporal Taguchi looked half asleep; his hair was tousled and his cap on crooked.


  “Miss Colby,” he said, “what is it that you want?”


  “Tell him that I will do whatever he wants me to do, providing he doesn't kill any more natives.”


  Corporal Taguchi thought for a few moments, his face showing no emotion. “Tell him yourself,” he said at last.


  He shouted at the guards, and one of them opened the gate.


  “Joanna,” said Miss Brockway, hugging her again, “God be with you.”


  Joanna didn't reply; her insides were quaking. Miss Brockway released her and she walked toward the gate. All the natives were awake now and watched her go. One of the natives asked Miss Brockway what was going on, and Miss Brockway told him exactly what Joanna was going to do. The natives gazed at Joanna with respect, love, and awe. Joanna passed through the gate and the guards closed it shut. Corporal Taguchi took his position at her side, and together they walked toward Lieutenant Karuma's headquarters.


  “You wish,” said Corporal Taguchi, “to make a business arrangement of a certain kind with Lieutenant Karuma, but there's something you're not taking into consideration.”


  “What's that?”


  “He may not keep his side of the arrangement.”


  Joanna looked at him. “You're joking!”


  “I'm not joking. He has a very erratic personality, and he can't be trusted. The previous commander here thought he was quite insane.”


  Joanna thought about it for a few moments. “Well, if he doesn't keep his side of the bargain, there's nothing I can do about it, but at least I can try. At least my conscience will be clear.”


  


  Corporal Taguchi shook his head. “Lieutenant Karuma is a disgrace to the Japanese flag.”


  “If you believe that, why don't you do something about it?”


  “Like what?”


  “Kill him.”


  “I couldn't kill him.”


  “Why not?”’


  Corporal Taguchi sighed. “I just couldn't. It would be unthinkable for a Japanese soldier to kill his commanding officer.”


  “But if you think he's a disgrace . . .”


  Corporal Taguchi interrupted her. “I don't want to talk about that!”


  They approached the headquarters building, and revulsion filled Joanna as she thought about Lieutenant Karuma making love to her. If her stomach wasn't so empty, she'd probably vomit all over him. And what would she do if he wanted her to suck him off? Oh, my goodness, Joanna thought. What have I let myself in for?


  “Well, here we are,” said Corporal Taguchi. “Are you ready?”


  Joanna nodded. “I have the courage of my convictions, even if you don't.”


  Corporal Taguchi's face flushed with shame as he climbed the steps beside Joanna, because he knew she was right. He didn't like Lieutenant Karuma and ought to do something about it, but what? What could an ordinary Japanese soldier do?


  He opened the door to the office, and Lieutenant Karuma was seated behind his desk, reading a newspaper that had arrived from Japan that day. He didn't look up as Joanna and Corporal Taguchi entered the office and approached his desk.


  “What does she want?” he asked, not looking up from the newspaper.


  “She says that she will do anything you want, providing that you don't kill any more natives.”


  Lieutenant Karuma continued to look at the newspaper. “I see. I assume she means she's going to tell me all about the Americans.”


  “I don't know, sir.”


  


  “Very well, you may leave us alone now.”


  Corporal Taguchi wanted to point out that Lieutenant Karuma didn't speak English and Joanna didn't speak Japanese, but then he realized that all of them knew what really was going to happen. “Yes, sir,” he said. “I'll be nearby in case you need me for anything.”


  “I doubt whether I'll need you for anything. You may return to your barracks.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Corporal Taguchi saluted and marched out of the office. Lieutenant Karuma looked at Joanna coldly, and she tried to smile at him, but the smile came out crooked. He nodded his head emphatically, and she assumed he was agreeing to the terms of her proposition and wouldn't kill any more natives. She hoped he would keep his word. Anyway, she nodded to indicate she was willing to uphold her side of the bargain.


  A smile broke out on his face, revealing his crooked yellowing teeth. He chuckled, obviously quite pleased with himself, and opened a drawer in his desk, taking out a bottle of sake and two little tin cups. He poured sake into the cups and pushed one of them toward her.


  She picked up the cup and hoped it would get her drunk, so it'd be easier for her to handle what was going to happen. Raising it to her lips, she threw her head back and dumped the stuff down her throat. It made her feel warm, and she wiggled the cup, indicating that she wanted more. His smile became broader and he filled it to the brim. She winked at him and raised the cup again. Maybe if I drink enough of this stuff, I won't feel anything, she thought.


  In the jungle on the outskirts of the camp Butsko lay on his stomach and peered at the stockade through his binoculars. Lying on either side of him were Bannon and Jimmy Hughes.


  “There it is,” Butsko said. “I hope none of the bombs land on it.”


  “Captain Eadie told Guadalcanal to make sure the pilots avoid it,” Jimmy Hughes said.


  Butsko examined the camp through his binoculars. The buildings destroyed in the previous bombing raid were in the process of being rebuilt, and all the bomb craters were filled with earth. Turning his binoculars toward the mountain, he focused on the spot where the ammunition cave had been, but couldn't locate it. Boy, did we fuck that up, he thought proudly. He scanned the camp once more, memorizing all the major buildings and landmarks, and then lowered his binoculars.


  “Let's get out of here,” Butsko said.


  They crawled backward until they were out of sight of the camp, then stood and made their way through the jungle to the spot where the others were hiding. The men from the recon platoon, plus Lieutenant MacDoughal, were lying in one area, and thirty-eight natives armed with M 1 rifles and carbines sat together not too far away. The natives wore Army boots, khaki shirts, and lavalava skirts. Some wore earrings and nose ornaments carved from bone.


  Butsko motioned with his hand, and the recon platoon fell in behind him. The natives took their positions behind the recon platoon. Butsko waved his hand forward, and they moved through the jungle, heading to a place close to the prison compound. Jimmy Hughes was skilled at moving through the jungle, and he led the way all crouched over, knowing exactly where he was going, for he'd reconnoitered the camp many times.


  It took a half hour, and then they stopped at the edge of the jungle directly opposite the prisoner compound. The camp stretched before them, lit by the electric light bulbs on poles. Lights also shone in some of the windows, and occasionally a Japanese soldier could be seen wandering around among the barracks.


  “Hotshot,” said Butsko, “get the flares ready.”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  “Don't fire anything until I tell you.”


  “Got it.”


  Hotshot Stevenson took the special pistol out of his back and laid it down beside the box of flares. His job would be to fire the flares and illuminate the camp after the Japanese doused their lights.


  Butsko looked at his watch; it was thirty minutes after midnight. “Shouldn't be long now,” he said to his men. Jimmy Hughes relayed the same message to the natives in their language. Everybody settled down and waited for the bombers from Guadalcanal to arrive.


  Lieutenant Karuma, bleary-eyed from the amount of sake he'd drunk, placed his tin cup on the desk and pointed to the cot against the far wall. Joanna, still desiring to postpone the inevitable, held up her cup and wiggled it. Lieutenant Karuma shook his head no.


  Joanna took a deep breath. I guess this is it, she thought grimly. But at least she was half drunk. That would make it easier. She stood and walked toward the cot like a man on death row walking the last mile to the electric chair. Lieutenant Karuma pushed his chair back, stumbled around his desk, and followed her.


  She reached the cot and turned around to face him. He unfastened the top button on his shirt and motioned for her to undress too. She touched her long dainty fingers to her blouse, but somehow she couldn't go through with it. She simply couldn't take off her clothes in front of him and have him see her naked body. She pointed at the light on the table, and he shook his head: He wanted to leave it on, the bastard. His shirt was unbuttoned to his navel now, and she could see the prickly hairs on his bony chest. She didn't know what to do and wanted to run out the door, but then she remembered the native who'd had his head cut off that morning and began to unbutton her blouse.


  He tore his shirt off, and she could see the sinewy muscles in his shoulders and arms. He sat on the bed and pulled off his boots. Slowly she unbuttoned her blouse, and he pulled off his stockings, laying them neatly on top of his boots. Then he stood up and looked at her. He scowled and shouted, and she realized he was mad at her for being so slow. He unbuckled his pants and pushed them down, stepping out of them. Now he wore only a strange white undergarment that resembled a jockstrap, and he dropped it, too, revealing his long, skinny pecker, which she thought was the ugliest pecker she'd ever seen in her life.


  How am I going to go through with this? she thought unhappily. She undid the last button of her, blouse and untucked it, spreading it wide. Lieutenant Karuma gazed at her breasts, which were full and round and only partially covered by the lacy white brassiere that she'd brought with her from Australia. The brassiere was torn over her left nipple, and the little brown nubbin could be seen quite clearly. The sight of it drove the sex-starved Lieutenant Karuma completely out of his mind. He dived on her, buried his face between her breasts, and she lost her balance, falling onto the cot.


  Lieutenant Karuma landed on top of her, snorting and slobbering at her breasts, drooling and really being disgusting. With a mad cry of passion he grabbed her brassiere, pulled hard, and tore it away, revealing her sumptuous breasts. Then he lowered his head and lapped them like a dog while poking his fingers between her legs, scratching and pinching.


  She closed her eyes tightly and chewed her lips as a tear rolled down her cheek. Oh, Lord, she whispered, please help me.


  The telephone rang. Lieutenant Karuma raised his head and swore in Japanese. Then he reached down with his tongue and licked her left nipple. The telephone rang again, and it appeared that he was going to ignore it. He sucked her nipple into his mouth and nibbled it with his teeth.


  The sirens went on outside, wailing into the night, and moments later the lights on the poles went out. Lieutenant Karuma realized he'd better snap out of his foolishness, because evidently the Americans were going to stage a night bombing attack. Jumping to his feet, he ran naked to his desk, turned off the light, and picked off the telephone.


  “Lieutenant Karuma here!” he said.


  “Sir,” said the voice on the other end, “American bombers have been observed approaching New Georgia.”


  “Follow through with defense procedures.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lieutenant Karuma hung up the phone and looked at his bed. The girl still lay there with her clothes on and her breasts hanging out. Well, he thought, the American bombers will never be able to see this camp with all the lights out, so I might as well get back to what I was doing. He tiptoed across the room to the bed and lowered himself on Joanna.


  


  “I'm back, my dear,” he said to her in Japanese, burying his face in her savory breasts once more, and she closed her eyes, feeling as if a pile of shit had been dropped on her.


  She tried to imagine that he was her boyfriend, Johnny Burke, but Johnny was a big, husky fellow who was a master at making love, and it didn't work. Well, she thought, I guess God isn't going to help me much, so somehow I'll have to get through this on my own.


  Butsko heard the sirens howl over and over again, and the lights on the poles went out, plunging the camp into darkness except for lights in some of the buildings, and one by one they went out too. Butsko looked at Hotshot Stevenson.


  “Get ready,” he said.


  Hotshot pointed the special pistol into the air. It was loaded with a flare, and he had a second flare in his left hand, ready to reload instantly. The sirens diminished in volume, and gradually the hum of the bombers and fighter planes could be heard.


  Lieutenant MacDoughal raised his face to the sky. “Should be here in a few more minutes,” he said. “Better shoot up the flares.”


  “You heard him!” Butsko said to Hotshot. “Let ‘em rip!”


  Hotshot pulled the trigger, and the pistol went pop. The flare shot out of the barrel and flew into the sky, where it fizzled and lit up, hanging there, illuminating the camp. Hotshot reloaded quickly and fired the second flare, then picked up a third flare and loaded it in. He fired again and again, and it wasn't long before the camp was lit as bright as day.


  Lieutenant Karuma, reaching for the belt of Joanna's slacks, saw his office suddenly become light. He froze, wondering what had happened, and then a few seconds later it became even brighter. Jumping off Joanna, he ran to the window and looked outside.


  What he saw filled him with terror and made his pecker shrivel up. Flares glowed brightly above his camp, illuminating everything, and the bombers would arrive at any moment! His camp was a bright glowing target in the middle of the night! Who had shot up those flares?


  


  Considerations of sex and passion flew from his mind, and he scooped up his clothes from the floor, hastily putting them on. Light shone brightly through the windows of his office, pulsating as each new flare exploded high in the air. He put on his helmet, strapped on his pistol and samurai sword, and sat on the cot, pulling on his leather boots.


  Joanna watched him, trying to be still, hoping he wouldn't notice her, but she needn't have worried. American bombers were approaching, and Lieutenant Karuma was getting ready for war. Someone had shot up flares and he had to stop them if he could.


  Antiaircraft batteries fired in the distance, and the bombers were so close that the walls of the building vibrated with the roar of their engines. Lieutenant Karuma ran out the door, hollering and screaming, looking around to see where the flares were being fired from. He saw a line of light arise from the jungle not far away and pointed at it with his samurai sword.


  “Over there!” he screamed.


  His men were cowering in trenches, hoping no bombs would fall on them, and Lieutenant Karuma's voice came to them through the rumble of bomber engines overhead. Sergeants ordered the men out of the trenches so they could follow Lieutenant Karuma, who was pointing to a part of the jungle and running in that direction. The soldiers climbed out of the trenches and followed Lieutenant Karuma, although they knew the bombs were going to fall at any moment.


  In the jungle Butsko and the others saw the Japanese soldiers running toward them across the clearing.


  “Open fire!” yelled Butsko.


  The men from the recon platoon pulled the triggers of their submachine guns, and the natives fired their rifles. Their first volley cut down a dozen of the Japanese soldiers, but the officer leading them urged the rest onward.


  “Get that son of a bitch!” Butsko yelled.


  The men from the recon platoon turned their gun barrels on the Japanese officer, and Lieutenant Karuma found himself in the midst of a hailstorm of bullets, which kicked up the dirt around his feet, whizzed past his ears, and zipped past his waist. He dropped to the ground and held his helmet tight on his head.


  The engines of bombers snarled above him as they began their dive-bombing runs. Lieutenant Karuma shivered to the marrow of his bones as the planes dropped closer to earth and let loose their bombs. The big metallic eggs whistled as they fell toward the ground, and Lieutenant Karuma couldn't run and hide because the enemy in the jungle had him pinned down with automatic weapons fire.


  Barrrooooommmmm! The first of the bombs landed in the middle of the clearing not too far from Lieutenant Karuma, and the ground beneath him heaved violently. Another bomb landed on a barracks nearby and blew it to smithereens. More bombs fell on the brightly lit encampment, and Lieutenant Karuma relived the nightmare on the mountain when the ammunition dump was exploding. Once again the world around him was torn apart by flames and explosions, and there was nothing he could do.


  In the jungle Butsko jumped to his feet and raised his submachine gun high in the air. “Charge!” he yelled. “Follow me!”


  Butsko lowered his submachine gun to his waist and fired it from left to right as he ran out of the jungle and headed toward the prison compound. Behind him came the recon platoon, their submachine guns blazing, and on their flanks were the natives, shooting their M1s and carbines wildly, screaming and hollering.


  They charged across the clearing as bombs rained down on the Japanese camp and American fighter planes strafed the Japanese soldiers who'd followed Lieutenant Karuma into the clearing. But the section of the clearing where the prisoner compound was located received no bombs or fire, and the Japanese soldiers there had dropped to the ground and were firing at the American soldiers and natives coming at them out of the woods. One native was shot through the head and three more stopped bullets with their torsos. Then Hotshot Stevenson caught a bullet in his groin and was overwhelmed by terrible searing pain. His legs lost their coordination and the world spun around him as he dropped to the ground.


  


  The recon platoon and natives kept charging and swarmed over the Japanese soldiers near the prison compound, shooting them as they lay on the ground. The natives inside the prison compound were crowded near the barbed wire, wide-eyed, as Butsko and his men charged the front gate. Butsko fired his submachine gun at the locking mechanism and blew it to bits. He kicked open the door of the compound and ran inside.


  “Everybody out!” he yelled. “Let's fucking go!”


  The natives ran toward the open gates. A white woman appeared in front of Butsko. “You've got to save Joanna!” she said.


  “Who's Joanna?” Butsko replied.


  The woman pointed across the clearing to Lieutenant Karuma's headquarters. “She's in there! Please save her!”


  Butsko looked around and saw Frankie La Barbara. “Come with me!”


  Butsko and Frankie pushed their way through the natives and ran across the clearing toward Lieutenant Karuma's headquarters. They entered the part of the camp where bombs were falling and the American fighter planes strafed back and forth.


  Frankie La Barbara was so scared he couldn't think straight. A bomb blew up a building to his right, sending timbers and shingles flying in all directions. Bullets from American fighter planes stitched lines around them, and Japanese soldiers fired their rifles at them. Butsko ran a few feet in front of Frankie, keeping his head low, firing his submachine gun from left to right, and Frankie struggled to keep up with him, shooting his own submachine gun at anything that moved and even at things that didn't move.


  They ran in a zigzag line, and at moments the fire around them became so intense that Frankie couldn't imagine how they could stay alive much longer. Adrenaline filled his veins and arteries and he ran as fleet as the wind behind Butsko, who was closing the distance between them and the headquarters building.


  Inside, Joanna raised her head, looked out the window, and was astonished to see two American soldiers running toward her. Behind them the camp was wreathed with smoke and flames, and bombs were bursting everywhere. Jumping to her feet, she ran out the door and jumped down the steps, her breasts bouncing up and down underneath her blouse, and Frankie noticed them although hell was breaking loose everywhere.


  “Let's go!” Butsko said to her. “Stay close!”


  She crouched low and ran behind Butsko and Frankie La Barbara as they shot their way back across the clearing. A Japanese soldier lying on the ground twenty yards in front of them raised his rifle to pick them off, and Butsko sprayed him with bullets that tore the hide off his back. Butsko jumped over him, dodged around a shellhole surrounded by mutilated Japanese soldiers, and looked ahead to the edge of the clearing.


  The natives were already out of sight in the jungle, and the recon platoon, or what was left of it, was fighting its desperate rearguard action. Airplanes roared overhead, dropping bombs and strafing. Joanna was so frightened, she tripped herself up and fell to the ground. Butsko and Frankie were busy shooting their submachine guns and didn't notice.


  “Wait for me!” she cried, scrambling to her feet.


  Frankie ran back a few steps, grabbed her hand, and pulled her up. Then he turned around, held his submachine gun with both hands, and continued firing at Japanese soldiers lying on the ground, running to keep up with Butsko, and Joanna stretched out her long legs as her face flashed in the glow of explosions.


  Lieutenant Karuma, nearly deaf from bomb blasts, and half covered with dirt from explosions, raised his head and happened to see Joanna dashing toward the jungle behind two American soldiers. They were moving from right to left in front of him, and their backs and left shoulders faced him. He raised his Nambu pistol and took aim, but just then another bomb landed nearby and its concussion blew him into the air. He did a somersault, his legs kicking wildly, and landed on his head, knocking himself unconscious. He sprawled onto the ground and lay still, his Nambu pistol a few feet away.


  Butsko, Frankie La Barbara, and Joanna Corby entered the jungle and joined the recon platoon firing submachine guns from behind trees. Jimmy Hughes was with them; he'd guide them back to Segi Point.


  Joanna lay on the ground and gulped air as she watched the American soldiers and Jimmy Hughes fire at the few Japanese soldiers in the clearing who were trying to pursue them. Every time a Japanese soldier stood up, somebody shot him down. Other Japanese soldiers crawled forward on their bellies, but the fire from the recon platoon made them cautious, and bombs kept falling, turning the camp into a wasteland. Buildings were on fire everywhere, debris lay on the ground, and huge flames boiled to the sky from the devastated motor pool, because the gas tanks underneath it had been detonated. Dead Japanese soldiers lay all across the encampment, and Lieutenant Karuma was still out cold, unable to provide leadership.


  Butsko could see that the Japanese soldiers weren't making much progress against the recon platoon position and decided it was time to get the hell out of there.


  “Pull back!” he shouted.


  They were waiting for him to give that order and withdrew immediately, backing into the jungle, firing their submachine guns at the Japanese soldiers in the clearing who were trying to advance. Joanna, her face flushed from her exertions, breathing heavily, retreated in a crouch behind the GIs. As they moved more deeply into the jungle, trees and bushes obscured their vision and fields of fire.


  Finally Butsko turned around and said, “Double-time!”


  Jimmy Hughes took the lead, and the rest of them followed him into the jungle, running as fast as they could. Frankie La Barbara stayed behind Joanna to make sure she didn't lag behind. When she faltered and appeared to be unable to continue, he grabbed her arm and dragged her along with him.


  Behind them the Japanese encampment was burning to the ground, and still the American bombers dived and dropped their explosives.


  


  


  ELEVEN . . .


  Lieutenant Karuma felt his face being slapped and opened his eyes. He was lying on the ground, looking up into the faces of Sergeant Mitsui and the medical corporal.


  “Are you all right, sir?” asked Sergeant Mitsui anxiously.


  Lieutenant Karuma raised his head. Buildings were burning and men ran in all directions. He couldn't hear the planes anymore. He had a splitting headache and his neck felt as if it were badly sprained.


  “Don't move, sir,” said the medical corporal.


  “Get away from me!” Lieutenant Karuma said, pushing him to the side. He sat up, felt himself, and although he was sore, he decided nothing serious was wrong with him. “Help me up!”


  Sergeant Mitsui held out his hand and Lieutenant Karuma grabbed it, pulling himself to his feet. He shifted from one foot to another and worked his shoulders, feeling little stabs of pain here and there, but he knew nothing serious was wrong. Turning around, he saw that his headquarters had taken a direct hit from a bomb and was completely demolished. Looking to his right, he saw the stockade empty of prisoners, with no bomb craters around it. So that's it, he thought. They went through all that trouble just to free a bunch of flea-bitten natives. He looked at his watch; it was broken.


  “What time is it?” he asked.


  ‘Two o'clock in the morning, sir.”


  “How long has it been since the Americans ran away?”


  “Around a half hour, sir.”


  “I have a headache,” he said to the medical corporal. “Give me something.”


  The medical corporal gave him two white pills and his canteen full of water. Lieutenant Karuma popped the pills into his mouth and washed them down with the water. Handing back the canteen, he thought of Joanna Corby and her sweet fragrant breasts. He had almost possessed her, and now she was gone. That rankled as much as the destruction of his camp.


  He looked at Sergeant Mitsui. “Do we have communications yet with Munda Point?”


  “I don't know, sir. They're working on it.”


  “Tell them to work on it faster.” He turned to the medical corporal. ‘Take care of the other men.”


  Sergeant Mitsui and the medical corporal ran off, and Lieutenant Karuma limped toward a barrack that was relatively undamaged. He passed heaps of dead soldiers lying on the ground; wounded men were moaning everywhere. Some of the shell craters were deeper than he was tall, and the air smelled of gunpowder. He thought it strange that the Americans expended so many bombs just to save some stupid natives.


  He took a piss in the barrack and washed his face, then made his way to the communications hut, which had half of its roof blown away. Inside, technicians were splicing wires and replacing tubes. Sergeant Mitsui was there supervising the work.


  “We'll have Communications with Munda Point in a few minutes,” he said.


  “Give me a cigarette,” Lieutenant Karuma replied.


  Five hands shot forward with packs of cigarettes, and Lieutenant Karuma selected one of them, placing it in his mouth. Somebody gave him a light, and he puffed the cigarette. Inhaling deeply, he thought of destruction of his camp and the decimation of his garrison. He realized that American soldiers, acting in concert with the natives, were the cause of all his problems. Somehow he'd have to track them down and wipe them off the face of the earth. And if ever could get his hands on Joanna Corby again, he'd show her a thing or two.


  “Sir,” said one of the telephone operators, earphones clinging to his head, “we've made contact with Munda Point.”


  Lieutenant Karuma held out his hand, and someone passed him a telephone. He held it against his face and waited for his call to go through to Munda Point. Finally someone answered.


  “This is Lieutenant Karuma in Vanguna Valley,” he said. “I must talk with Colonel Nishikawa immediately.”


  He heard clicks and snatches of conversation, buzzes and moments of silence, and then finally Colonel Nishikawa's voice spoke in his ear: “What is it this time, Karuma?”


  “Sir, my camp has just been severely damaged by American bombs.”


  “So you were the target!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Hmmm. I wonder why they bombed you, since your camp has very little military significance.”


  “I can tell you why, sir,” said Lieutenant Karuma. “The bombing was to support an American ground attack on my camp, an attack whose purpose was to free the natives I'd taken prisoner.”


  “What natives were those?”


  “I took some natives prisoner and held them hostage until one of them would tell me the location of the Americans who blew up my ammunition dump.”


  “And they went through all that trouble just to free the natives?”


  “Yes, sir. It proves my theory that the natives are working closely with the Americans.”


  “Evidently,” Colonel Nishikawa agreed. “Well, what are you going to do about it?”


  “I intend to pursue them with all my remaining men except those necessary to perform necessary functions here at the camp.”


  “When are you going to do this?”


  


  “As soon as you give me permission, sir.”


  “You have it herewith, Lieutenant Karuma. Unless you catch those Americans, they will continue to make trouble for us on this island. And the natives need to be taught a lesson. You must pursue the Americans and wipe them out, and as for the natives, well, the ones who've worked with the Americans should probably be executed for espionage.”


  “I quite agree, sir.”


  “Then get going. Don't let their trail get too cold.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lieutenant Karurna hung up the phone and turned to Sergeant Mitsui. “Assemble all available men in front of the stockade and have them prepare for at least three days in the jungle. Have any of the dogs been injured?”


  “No, sir. Their kennel was damaged, but the dogs are all right.”


  “Good. Prepare the dogs and everybody else to move out as soon as possible.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Sergeant Mitsui dashed out of the communications hut, and Lieutenant Karuma left a few moments later, heading for the quartermaster's storehouse to obtain supplies and equipment for himself.


  The recon platoon moved quickly through the jungle with Jimmy Hughes far in front of them, leading the way. Butsko was tired and knew the rest of them were too. The Japanese camp was far behind them and all they could see was a red glow in the sky, for the fires were still burning.


  Butsko figured they'd better take a break before they ran themselves into a state of exhaustion. They'd put a lot of distance between themselves and the Japanese, and he didn't think the Japanese were pursuing him too closely.


  “Stop right here!” he said, holding up his hand. ‘Take five.” Butsko turned around and saw Joanna, weary and breathing hard through her open mouth. Butsko handed her his canteen. “Have a drink?”


  She unscrewed the cap, raised the canteen to her lips, and took a swig. “Thank you,” she said, handing the canteen back. “Could I have a cigarette?”


  “No smoking here,” Butsko said. “A lighted cigarette can be seen a long way off in the night. Bannon!”


  “Yo!”


  “C'mere.”


  Bannon stood up and Butsko led him forward for a conference with Jimmy Hughes about which direction they were taking. Joanna sat down with her back leaning against a tree. Frankie materialized out of the darkness and dropped down at her feet.


  “How're you feeling?” he asked, putting on his best smile.


  His straight white teeth flashed in the moonlight, and Joanna thought him rather attractive. “I'm all right,” she said.


  “It must have been pretty rough back there with the Japs.”


  She nodded. “It was.”


  “What'd they do to you?”


  Joanna flashed on Lieutenant Karuma chewing her titties.


  “I don't want to talk about it.”


  “That bad, huh?”


  “Yes.”


  Frankie looked her over and was astonished that such a pretty girl would be on the island.


  “What are you doing on New Georgia?” he asked.


  “I came to see my father. He used to live here.”


  “Where is he now?”


  “The Japs killed him.”


  What the hell did he do here?”


  “He was a gold prospector.”


  “No kidding!”’


  Joanna nodded.


  “He ever find any?”


  “He told me he did, but I never saw any.”


  “Where did he say it was?”


  She pointed toward the interior of the island. “Somewhere in the mountains, but I didn't believe him. He wasn't a very truthful person. For years he told my mother he was on the verge of a big strike, but we never saw any gold and neither did anybody else.”


  


  “Maybe he was telling the truth this time,” Frankie said.


  “I doubt it.”


  Frankie puffed his cigarette thoughtfully. “Did he ever tell


  you where the gold was exactly?”


  “He drew a map for me when he was on his deathbed, but I think he was delirious. I mean, he'd been looking for gold all his life, and I guess when he was dying he thought he'd actually found it.”


  “You still have the map?”


  Joanna shook her head. “It's back in the village with my things. I don't know what happened to it now. The Japs might have burned down the whole village, for all I know.”


  Frankie was more nervous than usual, because he couldn't smoke, had no chewing gum, and was in the presence of a young woman who was giving him a hard-on. And what if there really was a ton of gold back in those hills? When the war was over a man could come back and claim it all. Frankie thought it was a long shot, but maybe the old geezer had found gold in the mountains. It was certainly worth checking into. He decided to stay close to Joanna for the possibility of finding the gold and the possibility of getting into her pants.


  “What's your name?” he asked.


  “Joanna Corby.”


  “I'm Frankie La Barbara.”


  “Hello,” she said with a hint of a smile.


  “Hi.”


  “I suppose I should thank you and the sergeant for saving my life.”


  “That's okay,” Frankie said. “Everybody's gotta help each other, right?”


  “Yes, I suppose so.” She examined his big brown eyes and his fine Roman nose. “Where are you from in America?”


  “New York City—the big town!” he said proudly.


  “Really? I've always wanted to go to New York City.”


  “Look me up if you ever get there. I'm in the book. Frankie La Barbara on Mulberry Street. The farther down the street you go, the tougher they get. I live on the last house on the corner.”


  She smiled as she looked him over, and he certainly did look tough. She thought him an extremely sexy man, like her boyfriend, Johnny Burke.


  Butsko stood up and put on his cap. “Okay, let's get going!” he shouted. “The quicker we move out, the quicker we get back to Segi Point!”


  The Japanese soldiers lined up in four ranks in front of the empty compound. Two soldiers held the leashes of the two Doberman pinschers, which tried to pull away, barking and yelping, clawing the air with their paws.


  Lieutenant Karuma looked at the men; his eyes narrowed to ugly slits. He wore his helmet, carried a light pack filled with provisions, and had a Nambu pistol and his samurai sword strapped to his waist. The men numbered sixty-two—all that remained fit for duty out of his original company of one hundred and eighty.


  “Left face!” he called out. “Forward—at a route step— march!”


  The men walked toward the jungle with Lieutenant Karuma at their side. When they came to the jungle, Lieutenant Karuma told them to stop and ordered the dogs to be set loose, to pick up the trail of the Americans and natives.


  The dogs sniffed the ground and ran back and forth, barking and snapping, wagging the stumps that were their tails, trying to find the smell. They pushed their noses into bushes, against the roots of trees, and along trails. One of the dogs was a female, the other a male. The female dog crossed in front of the male dog and the male dog stuck his nose up her ass. She yelped and jumped a foot in the air, and Lieutenant Karuma kicked the male dog in the ass.


  “Stop that!” he bellowed.


  The male dog whimpered and skittered away. He pressed his nose against the ground and went back to work. Lieutenant Karuma paced anxiously back and forth, glancing at the watch he'd taken from the dead body of one of his soldiers killed in the bombing. He estimated that the Americans and natives had left nearly three hours before, which gave them a huge head start, but he'd track them down sooner or later. They wouldn't be able to hide for long on such a small island. He'd put them all before a firing squad and shoot them down, and then he'd take Joanna Corby back to his headquarters and finish what he'd started doing to her.


  The female dog barked happily and ran off into the jungle.


  “She's picked up the trail, sir!” said one of the handlers.


  Then the male dog howled and followed the female dog. Lieutenant Karuma waved his arm, and his men plunged into the jungle after the dogs, which were excitedly barking and bounding along. The dogs led the men deeper into the wilderness, then up a hill and down the other side. At the bottom of the hill they became confused, whining, moving off in several directions and then returning, gazing at Lieutenant Karuma with mournful eyes.


  “Sir,” said one of the handlers, “it appears that the enemy split up here. Which of the trails should we follow?”


  Lieutenant Karuma scowled. He hadn't expected this. It was going to be more difficult than he'd thought. But then he realized it didn't matter which trail he followed, as long as it led him to natives or American soldiers. No matter who he found, he'd force them to lead him to the others.


  “Follow any one of them!” Lieutenant Karuma ordered.


  The trainers grabbed the collars of the dogs and dragged them in the direction of one of the trails they'd found. The dogs got the idea and leaped forward, eagerly following the smell. Lieutenant Karuma and his men trudged after them into the dark, dank jungle.


  


  


  TWELVE . . .


  It was morning on Segi Point, and the men from the recon platoon were sleeping in the jungle in the vicinity of the radio shack. The sun rose high in the sky, sending its brilliant rays down to earth, but still the men slept, shielded from the sun by bushes.


  Joanna woke up at eleven o'clock in the morning, and for a moment she didn't know where she was. She went to the latrine and then walked up to the radio shack, where she found Captain Eadie standing at the far window, holding his binoculars against his eyes, scanning the sea and sky.


  “Good morning!” said Joanna.


  Captain Eadie spun around. “Oh—good morning!”


  “Is there anyplace around here where a person can take a bath?”


  “Well,” he said, “this isn't exactly the King George Hotel in Melbourne, but we have a little stream back in the woods that we all use, and it works out just fine.”


  “Got any soap?”


  Captain Eadie gave her soap and some of his clean clothes to wear, because her clothes were filthy. She carried everything into the jungle for fifty yards and found the meandering stream sheltered from the sky by overhanging trees.


  Joanna looked around, didn't see anybody, and undressed on the bank of the stream. Actually she didn't care much even if somebody was around, because she'd been living under primitive conditions with large numbers of men for so long, going to the toilet at public latrines, that she'd lost most of the modesty she'd had when she'd been in Australia.


  She slipped into the cool water, ducked her head, and began soaping herself. She felt secure for the first time since the Japanese invaded New Georgia, for she was surrounded by armed American soldiers and natives, and Captain Eadie told her he would make arrangements for her to leave the island.


  Soaping her hair, she dropped into the water until it covered her head. Few insects bothered her, because Segi Point was on a high plateau and the ocean breezes kept most of the bugs away. The stream was peaceful and lovely. It was hard to believe that she still was on New Georgia.


  “Hi, there!”


  Joanna covered her breasts and looked up. She saw Frankie La Barbara on the bank, carrying a khaki towel.


  “How's the water?” Frankie asked.


  “Wonderful.”


  “Look the other way, because I'm gonna take off my clothes and come in.”


  Joanna turned around, thinking of the ridiculousness of the situation. Here she was, bathing nude with a man disrobing a few yards away. She was tempted to peek at him, because he had an awfully nice build, but it was best not to start anything with him. He looked like a ladies’ man, and she didn't trust his type. He splashed loudly as he entered the stream.


  “You can look now,” he said.


  She turned around and he was up to his waist in the water. She noticed his round, muscular shoulders, the hair on his chest, his flashing smile.


  “It's pretty nice in here,” he said, soaping up his arms.


  “Yes.”


  


  He washed his face and hair, dived into the water, and came up again close to her.


  “Don't worry,” he said. “I won't get out of line.”


  “Look the other way,” she told him, “because I'm not finished washing myself.”


  “Sure thing.”


  She tiptoed toward shallow water and soaped the lower part of her body, while he splashed around behind her. Once she turned around suddenly to see if he was watching her, but he was facing the other way, soaping the lower half of his body, too, and she caught a glimpse of his ass.


  “Hear you're gonna be leaving with us,” Frankie said.


  “Yes, and it's about time.”


  ‘Too bad you lost the map your father gave you—the one that showed where the gold was.”


  “I don't believe he found any gold.”


  “Maybe he did and you could come back for it someday if you had the map.”


  “Well, I don't have it anymore, and even if I did, I don't think it would matter. My father was a little crazy and you couldn't rely on the things he said.”


  “I'm sure you know best,” said Frankie, who'd been thinking about the gold ever since she told him about it. “Where did you say you left the map?”


  “Back in the village where the Japs got me.”


  “Maybe it's still there.”


  “Maybe it is, but I'm not going back for it. I wouldn't even be able to find the village from here, and I wouldn't take the chance anyway. The jungle is probably crawling with Japs.”


  “Probably,” Frankie said, washing underneath his armpits.


  Frankie La Barbara loved money and was always looking for opportunities to make big scores. Somehow his instincts told him that Joanna's father might really have found gold back in the mountains. If he'd been prospecting for as long as he had, maybe he did find something. Frankie thought it was worth checking out. Crazy old guys often weren't that crazy. Frankie kept thinking about a cave lined with veins of gold.


  “I'm finished,” he said. “Look the other way.”


  


  “All right.”


  She turned away from him and he walked out of the stream, where he wrapped himself in his towel. He knelt beside the stream, washed his uniform, rinsed it out, and whistled a song. Every now and then he'd glance at Joanna, who was swimming around in the water.


  “Hey,” said Frankie, “how'd you like to take a little walk with me this afternoon?”


  “A walk where?”


  “Just a little walk.”


  “What for?”


  “For the hell of it.”


  “What about your wife?”


  “Who told you I got a wife?”


  “A little bird.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Frankie said. Then he grinned. “Well, my wife is far away, and you're so close. Hell, we don't have to get married or anything. I just thought we'd take a little walk.”


  “Let me think about it,” Joanna said, because she knew that a walk with Frankie would become much more than a walk, and she didn't know whether she was ready for something like that.


  “I'll see you later,” Frankie said.


  He wrung out his uniform and carried it back through the jungle to the radio shack, where the recon platoon was waking up. Homer Gladley already was eating C rations, and Miss Brockway was looking at Hotshot Stevenson's wound. Frankie hung his uniform over a branch and then walked up to the radio hut, going inside, wearing only an Army towel wrapped around his waist.


  Butsko was there with Captain Eadie, Jimmy Hughes, and Lieutenant MacDoughal, all sitting around the table.


  “The submarine will be here at two o'clock in the morning,” Captain Eadie was saying. “It will surface and signal with three short flashes from its light. You will signal three short flashes back, and then they'll come for you in a rubber boat.”


  “What if there's trouble?” Butsko said.


  “The sub'll submerge at the indication of any trouble, and then a new rendezvous will be made.”


  


  Butsko nodded. He was smoking a cigarette and his sleeves were rolled up, showing his big round biceps. Then he noticed Frankie out of the corner of his eye.


  “What the fuck do you want?”


  Actually Frankie had wanted Captain Eadie or Jimmy Hughes to show him the location of Joanna's village on the map, but instead he said, “Where's breakfast?”


  Butsko pointed to a crate of C rations in the corner. “Help yourself, and for Chrissakes, put some clothes on. There's women walking around here, you know.”


  “I know,” replied Frankie, heading for the crate of C rations.


  Lieutenant Karuma and his men were still hacking their way through the jungle, and the dogs weren't barking anymore because they were as exhausted as the men. They'd been on the move all night, following false trails and being led into blind alleys, because the natives used every trick in the book to throw them off the track.


  But Lieutenant Karuma was persistent and still was pressing on. His uniform was plastered to his skin with perspiration, and his eyes were bloodshot from fatigue and anxiety.


  Every passing hour made him angrier. He knew the natives had tried to confuse him, and it was infuriating to know they'd succeeded. He'd been going around in circles all night, and even now he didn't know if he'd found the trail that would lead him to the place where the natives and American soldiers were hiding.


  He heard a crash behind him and turned around. It was one of his soldiers, who had passed out due to the heat and physical exhaustion. Other soldiers picked him up, and Sergeant Mitsui looked meaningfully at Lieutenant Karuma, because Sergeant Mitsui wanted Lieutenant Karuma to let them all rest for a while.


  Lieutenant Karuma held up his hand. “All right,” he said wearily, “we'll take a short rest right here. Sergeant Mitsui, post your guards!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The men collapsed onto the ground. Sergeant Mitsui called out some names, and those men dragged themselves to their feet, stumbling off into the jungle to stand guard. Lieutenent Karuma sat at the base of a tree and rested his back against the trunk. Should I turn back? he wondered. Have the natives and Americans covered their tracks so well that I'll never find them?


  He looked at his watch, and it was nearly twelve noon. Taking his canteen out of its case, he took a swig and let the liquid roll over his tongue and teeth before swallowing it down. He looked around at his men and realized they weren't fit for serious fighting. He decided to let them rest for an hour, have lunch, and then go after the Americans and natives again. If he couldn't locate their main trail by sundown, he'd turn around and return to his camp. Colonel Nishikawa could send enough troops to that side of the island to sweep through it thoroughly and flush out any natives or Americans who might be hiding.


  But first I want to give it one more try, he thought. At some point they went back to their base, and once I find that trail I'll have them.


  Jimmy Hughes sat in the jungle on the side of the cliff overlooking the ocean, sipping whiskey from his canteen. He'd pilfered the whiskey from Captain Eadie's bottle while Captain Eadie was at the latrine, and it would be sufficient to give a pleasant glow to the day. He raised the canteen to his mouth, sipped some of the whiskey down, and smiled with satisfaction. Then he lit a cigarette and leaned back, gazing out at the glimmering water and brilliant blue sky. He closed his eyes and drifted off into a reverie of the good old days before the Japs came to New Georgia, when he loafed around the plantation house, drinking fine Scotch whiskey and letting his natives do all the work.


  He became aware that somebody was walking around nearby and snapped back to alertness. Looking around, he saw one of the American soldiers walking toward him along the trail.


  “Hi, there,” said Frankie La Barbara with a big friendly smile on his face.


  “Hello,” replied Jimmy Hughes cautiously, because he thought the American soldier might want to share some of his whiskey.


  Frankie sat down next to Jimmy Hughes and took a map out of his pocket. “We were wondering if you could show us where the native village is that Miss Brockway and Miss Corby were taken from.”


  Jimmy Hughes took the map and looked at it, burping up some whiskey fumes and hoping Frankie couldn't smell them.


  “Right here,” he said, pointing at the map.


  Frankie made an X on the spot with his pencil and took the map back. “Hey, thanks a lot.”


  “Don't mention it.”


  Frankie folded the map into his shirt pocket and pulled his canteen out of its case. “Want a drink?”


  “A drink of what?”


  “Booze.”


  “Booze”


  “That's right, buddy.”


  “Where'd you get it?”


  Frankie winked. “Ask me no questions and I'll tell you no lies.”


  He must have stolen it just like I did, Jimmy Hughes thought as he raised Frankie's canteen to his lips. Captain Eadie'll go on a rampage once he finds out that so much whiskey is missing.


  “How long you been on this island?” Frankie asked.


  “Ten years,” replied Jimmy Hughes, licking his mustache and handing the canteen back.


  “You must know it like the palm of your hand.”


  “do”


  “I guess you knew everybody who was on the island in the old days, huh?”


  “There weren't that many to know.”


  Frankie took out a cigarette and lit it up. “Did you know Frank Corby?”


  “The girl's father?”


  “Yeah.”


  Jimmy nodded. “I knew him.”


  “Was he as crazy as everybody says?”


  


  “I didn't think he was so crazy,” Jimmy said. “He was kind of eccentric, but he wasn't crazy.” Jimmy narrowed his eyes and looked at Frankie. “What you wanna know about Frank Corby for?”


  “Well,” explained Frankie, “Joanna and I were talking, and she's got a really low opinion of him. I think somebody ought to tell her that her father wasn't so bad. I think it'd make her feel better. I mean, she thinks he was a lowlife and liar and that he was out of his head.”


  “He wasn't that bad at all,” Jimmy Hughes said. “His problem was that he had gold fever all his life, but outside of that he was as normal as you or me.”


  “But he did lie a lot, didn't he?”


  Jimmy shook his head. “Not that I know of. I spent a fair amount of time with old Frank Corby, and a lot of whiskey went down the hatch, but I've never known him to be a liar. In fact, I'd say he was very decent in his dealings with everybody, although, like I said, he had gold on his mind all the time. Maybe I ought to speak with that girl and tell her that her old man wasn't such a bad egg.”


  “I wouldn't do it right away,” Frankie said. “She's still a little upset about everything. Maybe in a few days.”


  “She's not going to be here in a few days.”


  “Gee, that's right too. Well, she's going to Guadalcanal with us, and I can tell her what you told me, unless you really want to talk with her, but she might get hysterical.”


  Jimmy Hughes shuddered. “If there's anything I can't stand, it's an hysterical woman.”


  “I'll take care of it, then,” Frankie said.


  Lieutenant Karuma and his men were still thrashing through the jungle, going in circles, trying to pick up the main trails left behind by the natives and Americans. It was three o'clock in the afternoon, and Lieutenant Karuma was getting discouraged. He was beginning to think he'd never track the American soldiers and natives down. The only thing to do was get a battalion of men from Munda Point and search the jungles until all the natives and American soldiers were caught.


  There was a commotion up ahead on the trail, and Sergeant Mitsui ran back toward him. “Sir!” he said. “We think the dogs have picked up the scent!”


  Lieutenant Karuma felt a surge of energy. “Where is it?”


  “This way!”


  Lieutenant Karuma followed Sergeant Mitsui to where the dogs and handlers were. The dogs were straining at their leashes, barking and yapping, wagging their tails frantically.


  ‘Two trails appear to come together here,” Sergeant Mitsui said, “and they're heading in that direction.” He pointed toward the east. “I've noticed that farther back, two other trails have converged with the one we're on. I think we've broken through all their false trails and now we're moving in the same direction as their main retreat.”


  “Hmmm.” Lieutenant Karuma took out his map and compass, took an azimuth of the direction Sergeant Mitsui indicated, and plotted it on the map.


  “Forward!” shouted Lieutenant Karuma. “They're not far away!”


  His men adjusted their packs on their backs and bent in the direction in which Lieutenant Karuma was headed. Up ahead the dogs ran east with their noses to the ground. Their handlers had made them stop barking, because the natives and Americans might not be very far away.


  Butsko sat on a chair in front of the window in Captain Eadie's hut, looking through binoculars at the sea stretched out before him. It was a hot, muggy afternoon and the sun hung like a silver ball in the sky, flashing on the waves below, which advanced to the beach like skirmish lines of soldiers.


  Butsko felt terrific. In less than twelve hours he'd be on his way back to Guadalcanal. It would be great to see the old gang at the NCO club. The recon platoon had completed their mission successfully, so there wouldn't be any static from the brass. They might even get furloughs to Hawaii.


  Butsko heard somebody running and turned around. A native charged through the door, saw Captain Eadie sleeping on his cot, dashed toward him, and shook his shoulder. Captain Eadie opened his eyes, snorted, and sat up. The native jabbered frantically and pointed back toward the jungle. Captain Eadie wrinkled his brow and stood up. He said something to the native, who ran out the door.


  “Anything wrong?” Butsko asked.


  “About a hundred Japs are headed this way,” Captain Eadie said, “and they've got two dogs with them following the trail you and the others left behind.”


  “How far away are they?”


  “About two hours away.”


  “Well,” said Butsko, all his dreams crumbling, “I guess the only thing to do is to attack them before they get too close.”


  “I told Jibu to round up all the natives in the vicinity. You'd better get your men together too.”


  “I'll do that right now,” Butsko said.


  Butsko put on his helmet and ran out to gather up his men.


  Meanwhile Frankie La Barbara was looking for Joanna. He hadn't been able to find her around the communications hut and now was heading toward the lean-to that the natives had constructed for her and Miss Brockway in the jungle not too far away.


  As he approached the lean-to he saw natives placing suitcases and cloth sacks under the shelter.


  “Anybody here speak English?” Frankie asked.


  “I speak English,” said one of the natives, who had an angular face.


  “Where'd you get this stuff.”


  “It belong to Miss Brockway and Miss Corby. We brought it from their village.”


  Frankie stared at the native for a few moments, then looked at the suitcases and bags. His eyes widened and his jaw dropped open as he realized that the map to the gold mine might be somewhere in there!


  Frankie heard Butsko's loud booming voice. “Recon platoon, over here on the double!”


  Frankie looked at the natives piling up the stuff inside the lean-to and knew he couldn't search through everything while they were there. He'd have to come back later.


  “Let's go, you sons of bitches! The party is over!”


  I wonder what he wants, Frankie thought, turning around and jogging out of the jungle. He saw the men from the recon platoon lining up in front of Butsko. Nearby, a large group of natives was forming around Jimmy Hughes. Frankie took his place in the recon platoon formation and held his hands behind his back, running his tongue over this teeth, wondering what was going on.


  Bannon was the last one to show up; he was wearing only a towel because his uniform was drying out in the sun.


  “Okay,” Butsko said to them, “we've got a big problem. A Jap column is headed this way and we've got to stop them before they get here. There are about a hundred of them and we can whip them if we take them by surprise. Get your weapons and equipment and report back here immediately. Dismissed!”


  The recon platoon ran off to get their clothing, equipment, and submachine guns. Butsko took out a cigarette and lit it up. His pack and submachine gun were in Captain Eadie's hut, so he didn't have to go very far. He entered the hut and saw Captain Eadie at the window, gazing at the ocean through his binoculars. Butsko pulled his pack down from a shelf and put it on. Lieutenant MacDoughal sat at the table, loading up an M 1 carbine.


  “Captain Eadie,” said Butsko, “you'd better call Guadalcanal and tell them to hold off on the submarine tonight.”


  “I already have,” Captain Eadie said.


  Butsko looked at MacDoughal. “For a flyboy you're seeing a lot of action on the ground these days.”


  “I joined the Air Corps so I wouldn't have to be in the infantry,” MacDoughal said, “but here I am in the infantry anyway.”


  “If we stop these Japs, we'll be okay. If we don't, it won't matter.”


  Butsko went outside and saw Miss Brockway and Joanna Corby walking toward him.


  “We heard about the problem,” Miss Brockway said, “and we want to go along with you.”


  “Forget it,” Butsko said. “You'd only get in the way.”


  “I'm a nurse,” Miss Brockway said stiffly. “If anybody gets hurt out there, I'll be able to provide medical attention.”


  


  Butsko thought about it and realized she was right. It was good to have a medic around if somebody got shot. It could spell the difference between living and dying, and he might be the one to get shot.


  “Okay,” he said to Miss Brockway. “You can come.” He turned to Joanna Corby, who was pulling a strand of golden hair out of her eyes. “But one nurse is enough.”


  “I can shoot as straight as any man,” Joanna said.


  “Bullshit,” Butsko replied.


  “I can prove it.” Joanna looked up and saw Lieutenant MacDoughal step outside, carrying his carbine. “Can I borrow your rifle for a moment?” she asked, holding out her hands.


  “Sure thing,” replied Lieutenant MacDoughal, handing over the weapon.


  She took it from him, checked the clip, rammed a round into the chamber, and looked at Butsko. “What do you want me to hit?”


  Butsko looked for something impossibly hard, because he didn't want to take another woman along, especially one who was this pretty and would cause the men to become distracted. His eyes fell on an empty C ration can on the edge of the clearing. “Do you see that C ration can over there?”


  “Over where?”


  He stood next to her and pointed. “There.”


  “I see it.”


  “You've got one shot to hit it.”


  Joanna raised the carbine to her cheek, lined up the sights on the C ration can, and pulled the trigger.


  Blam!


  The C ration can clanged as it bounced into the air. Joanna smiled and turned to Butsko. “Well?”


  “You can come along,” he said gruffly. “Where'd you learn to shoot like that?”


  “I had a boyfriend who used to take me hunting with him.”


  “Get a rifle from Captain Eadie and fall in.”


  Butsko lit a cigarette and leaned against the side of Captain Eadie's hut, puffing the cigarette as it hung out the side of his mouth. The men from the recon platoon returned with their weapons and equipment, and the natives formed their own group not far away. Butsko looked at his watch. It was two o'clock in the afternoon.


  Jimmy Hughes walked up to him. “My people are ready,” he said.


  “You take the women with your bunch,” Butsko told him.


  Jimmy Hughes returned to the natives. Butsko took a last drag on his cigarette, fieldstripped it, and scattered the tobacco crumbs in the wind. He looked at the recon platoon and saw that they were all ready to go except for Hotshot Stevenson and the Reverend Billie Jones, who were recuperating from injuries.


  Then Butsko realized that someone else was missing too. It was Frankie La Barbara. “Where the fuck's Frankie?” he asked.


  The others looked around and shrugged their shoulders.


  “I saw him just a few minutes ago,” Bannon said.


  “Frankie La Barbara!” Butsko shouted. “Get your fucking ass over here!”


  Butsko waited a few moments, but no Frankie La Barbara came crashing through the jungle with a big dumb smile on his face.


  “Maybe he's at the latrine,” Homer Gladley said.


  “I'll throw him into the fucking latrine if he doesn't get here fast,” Butsko said. “Frankie!”


  “Sergeant!” called Jimmy Hughes. “We don't have any time to waste!”


  “Okay, move it out!” Butsko looked at Bannon. “Find that fuck-up, willya?”


  “Hup, Sarge!”


  Bannon ran off toward the latrine, while the natives headed west toward the center of the island. The recon platoon followed, their submachine guns slung with barrels pointing toward the ground, each man wondering what had happened to Frankie La Barbara.


  Frankie La Barbara had heard Butsko call him, but he was in Miss Brockway's and Joanna Corby's lean-to, searching through their personal things, looking for the map of the gold mine. Quickly he rummaged through the bags and suitcases, feeling for the crinkle of paper, becoming more discouraged with every passing moment and scared to death that Butsko might show up and kick his ass.


  He'd never done anything like this in the Army before— disobeying orders, being absent from duty—but he believed there was gold in the mountains of New Georgia and he had to know where it was. He could become a millionaire, live like the Rockefellers, have beautiful women around all the time, never have to do any work again for the rest of his life.


  His hand struck paper in one of the suitcases. He clutched it and pulled it out; it was a letter to Miss Brockway. “Shit!” he muttered, closing the suitcase and opening another. This one had frilly underwear in it, and he knew it belonged to Joanna. In one of the pockets he found a folded-up piece of paper. With trembling hands he unfolded it. It was a map drawn with a pen! It even had an X marked on it, and he figured that that was where the gold was!


  Frankie's first impulse was to steal the map, but something told him he shouldn't. Joanna might have seen it already, or somebody else might know it was there. The best thing to do was to copy it. He took out his notepad and pencil—because Butsko always made each of his men carry a notepad and pencil—and copied the map. The main reference point on the map was a village called Obuto. Find that village and it was only a matter of time before you found the gold.


  Frankie folded up the map and put it back into Joanna's suitcase. He slunk out of the lean-to, looking in all directions, making sure he hadn't been seen, and then straightened up, double-timing toward the trail that led toward the center of the island.


  “Hey, Frankie!” shouted Bannon, somewhere off in the Jungle


  “Yo!” replied Frankie.


  “Where the fuck are you?”


  “Over here!”


  Both men moved toward each other and met on the trail.


  “Where the fuck have you been?” Bannon asked


  “Had to take a quick shit,” Frankie said.


  “I was just at the latrine, and I didn't see you there.”


  


  “I couldn't make it to the latrine.”


  “Oh. You feeling okay?”


  “Yeah, I'm better now.”


  “We'd better catch up with the others.”


  “Right.”


  They raised their rifles and ran along the trail over which Butsko and the others had passed several minutes before.


  


  


  THIRTEEN . . .


  “Give me the machete!” said Lieutenant Karuma.


  “Yes, sir.” The soldier at the head of the column handed it over.


  Lieutenant Karuma took it in his hand, raised his arm, and brought it down on a vine as thick as his wrist in front of him. On the backswing he sliced through a variety of plants, branches, and miscellaneous foliage. Then he stepped forward, raised his arm again, and cut through more of the dense jungle.


  Lieutenant Karuma had taken the machete because he thought the progress of his column was too slow. He wanted to speed everything up and show his men the kind of pace he expected of them. Taking a deep breath, he hacked through the underbrush, stepped forward, hacked again, and kept advancing in a mad frenzy, knowing the Americans and natives couldn't be too far away. How surprised they'd all be when he and his men burst upon them.


  Sweat soaked his uniform and dripped down his cheeks. He fought the jungle like an ancient sword-swinging samurai warrior fighting the enemies of Japan. His soldiers watched him with fascination because he was a man obsessed, pressing forward eagerly when everybody else wanted to take a rest. Just ahead of him the dogs were sniffing and snooping along, wagging their short tails, flinching every time Lieutenant Karuma's machete smacked against something hard.


  Butsko was at the head of his column, about ten yards behind Jimmy Hughes, when a native in a lavalava skirt and Army shirt appeared out of the jungle ahead of them and ran toward Jimmy Hughes, waving his arms excitedly. He reported to Jimmy Hughes in a native dialect, and Jimmy held up his hand, stopping the movement of men. Then he turned around and walked back to Butsko.


  “Japs are about a mile away and headed right this direction,” Jimmy Hughes said. “We'd better pick out a place for the ambush.”


  “Okay,” Butsko said, taking out his map. “Bannon! Longtree! Get your asses over here!”


  Bannon and Longtree ran forward, while Butsko knelt on the ground and spread out his map. Jimmy Hughes squatted beside him, and Bannon and Longtree joined them.


  “Japs are dead ahead,” Butsko said to Bannon and Longtree. “We've got to work out the attack.”


  “Do we know exactly where they're coming through?” Bannon asked.


  “Not exactly,” Jimmy Hughes replied.


  Lieutenant MacDoughal appeared behind them. “Mind if I join the planning session?” he asked, because he was an officer and didn't feel that he should be left out.


  Butsko half closed his left eye. “You know anything about this?”


  “I know a little bit about everything.”


  Butsko wanted to tell him that he didn't need someone who only knew a little bit, but instead, to avoid problems, he beckoned with his hand. “Sure, come on, Lieutenant.”


  Lieutenant MacDoughal dropped to one knee and looked at the map. Butsko turned to Bannon. “You were saying something?”


  “If we don't know exactly where they're coming,” Bannon said, “the ambush will be a little messy.”


  Hughes pointed to the map. “We know approximately where they're coming.” He drew a line with his fingernail describing the approximate path.


  “The only thing to do,” Butsko said, “is to start fanning through the jungle, with the native scouts ahead as a screen. When the natives make contact, they'll let the rest of us know and we'll close in on them.”


  Bannon shook his head. “They'll hear us coming. We'll lose the element of surprise.”


  Longtree leaned over the map. “If we don't surprise them, we're liable not to beat them. Maybe we can lead them into a trap.”


  Butsko nibbed his big meaty hands together. “Now you're talking, Chief! We'll just lead them by the nose wherever we want them to go.”


  Lieutenant MacDoughal decided it was time for him to say something. “How're you gonna do that?”


  “We'll use some natives,” Butsko said. “They'll make a racket and lead the Japs to us.”


  “Won't the Japs suspect something?” MacDoughal asked.


  “If they do, they'll stop to figure things out, and we'll hit them right where they stand.” Butsko looked at Jimmy Hughes. “You got some natives you can use as decoys?”


  Jimmy Hughes nodded. “Sure, but what about the dogs?”


  “What about them?”


  “They'll probably go after the natives and catch up with them. Then what?”


  “Have the natives kill the fucking dogs.”


  “How will the Japs follow the trail without the dogs?”


  “The natives will make a racket.”


  “But natives usually don't make much noise.”


  “Well, this time they will. You think the Japs will be suspicious?”


  Jimmy Hughes turned down the corners of his mouth. “I certainly do think they'll be suspicious, because natives move silently through the jungle, but not American soldiers. Why don't you use some of your soldiers as the decoys?”


  “Okay,” Butsko said. He looked at Lieutenant MacDoughal. “How about you, flyboy? You wanna be a decoy?”


  “Who, me?” He held out his hands. “Well, I... ah... you see...”


  “That's what I thought,” Butsko said. He turned to Longtree. “You're coming with me.”


  “Right.”


  Butsko looked at Jimmy Hughes again. “Just give us a native to guide us back and forth.”


  “Can do.”


  “Okay,” Butsko said, leaning over the map. “Let's figure out where the best place will be to lead these sons of bitches.”


  Lieutenant Karuma's arms ached fiercely; he couldn't raise the machete anymore. His heart pounded like a drum and his face felt as if blood would burst through the skin. Letting the machete drop to his side, he turned around and faced his men.


  “Next!” he shouted.


  A soldier dashed forward and eagerly took the machete. The soldier charged into the jungle, chopping down everything in sight, trying to look good in front of Lieutenant Karuma, who stood to the side as his men passed him by. He took out his map and compass, to get a fix on where they were headed, and became aware for the first time that he seemed to be headed directly for Segi Point.


  “Of course!” he muttered, slapping his forehead with the palm of his hand. It was one of the most remote parts of the island, yet had a good view of the Japanese shipping lanes. Lieutenant Karuma wouldn't be surprised if a sizable contingent of Americans and Australians were in the area, along with rebellious natives.


  “Are you all right, sir?” asked Sergeant Mitsui, catching up with him.


  “Of course I'm all right!”


  “You look a little tired, sir.”


  “I'm not tired. We're very close to the Americans. Press on, Sergeant. Soon we'll have them where we want them.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Sergeant Mitsui walked past Lieutenant Karuma, who took a drink from his canteen. Then he turned and plunged into the jungle again, following his men toward Segi Point.


  Butsko and Longtree were moving through the jungle, accompanied by three natives who were probing ahead for the Japanese. Longtree walked behind Butsko because the trail wasn't wide enough for them to be side by side. Snakes slithered along the branches above them, and insects were more plentiful now that they were in the lowlands again.


  One of the natives ran back, gesticulating wildly. “The Japanese!” he whispered breathlessly. “The Japanese!”


  “How far?” Butsko asked.


  “A little way.”


  The native tiptoed off into the jungle, followed by Butsko and Longtree. The native stopped every several steps, listened, changed his direction, and moved out again. Longtree had sensitive hearing and listened carefully whenever the native did, but couldn't hear anything. After a hundred yards they were joined by the other two natives, and the three natives had a quick-spirited discussion.


  “Stop here,” one of the natives said. “Japs be coming soon.”


  They all crouched down. The natives were listening to something, but Butsko and Longtree couldn't hear it yet. A few minutes passed and then Longtree picked up the barely audible sound of men moving through the jungle.


  “I hear them,” Longtree whispered.


  Butsko wrinkled his forehead. “I do too.”


  The Japanese soldiers came closer and the harsh whacks of the machete could be heard. The jungle rustled with the sound of men passing through.


  “Get ready,” Butsko said.


  Butsko and Longtree stood. The natives took positions twenty yards behind them. Butsko and Longtree pointed their submachine guns down, because they expected the dogs to come at them any moment.


  The Japanese soldiers moved toward them, fighting their way through the jungle, cursing and snorting, their leaders shouting orders. Suddenly the jungle in front of Butsko and Longtree parted and the two dogs appeared. They looked at Butsko, Longtree, and the natives, and although they'd been told not to bark, they opened their mouths and howled mightily, continuing their forward movement, attacking Butsko and Longtree.


  “Dogs!” Butsko shouted, loud enough so the Japs could hear him.


  The dogs charged across the underbrush, and Butsko and Longtree opened fire with their submachine guns. The dogs tripped over their legs as bullets shot through their vitals and caused them to lose their coordination. Blood spurted from the holes and the dogs whined as they fell to the ground, quivering and drooling.


  “Let's get out of here!” Butsko shouted loudly.


  Butsko signaled to the natives, who turned around and ran through the jungle. Butsko and Longtree followed, making as much noise as they could.


  Lieutenant Karuma stopped suddenly when the dogs began howling, because he knew they wouldn't make any noise unless something was seriously wrong. Then he heard the sound of the submachine guns, and he and his men hit the dirt. The submachine-gun fire lasted only for a few moments; then they could hear someone running away.


  Lieutenant Karuma jumped to his feet and drew his samurai sword. “After them!” he shouted. “Don't let them get away!”


  The Japanese soldiers held their weapons ready to fire and charged through the jungle, following the sound of whoever was in front of them. They came to the dogs, stopped and looked, and waited for Lieutenant Karuma to catch up. Lieutenant Karuma took one look at the dogs and knew he and his soldiers would have to track the Americans by following the noise they made.


  “Hurry!” he yelled, waving his samurai sword through the air. “They're not far away!”


  The Japanese soldiers ran through the jungle, jumping over fallen trees, dodging around huge boulders, ripping their faces and arms on branches that clawed at them. Lieutenant Karuma breathed through clenched teeth, running as quickly as he could, because he knew the Americans were close and he knew the men he was pursuing had to be Americans, because natives never made so much noise.


  “Faster!” he screamed. “Get them!”


  Ahead in the jungle the GIs and natives were deployed like a horseshoe, waiting for the Japanese soldiers to run into the open end. They'd heard the submachine gun bursts and knew Butsko and Longtree would show up at any moment.


  Frankie La Barbara was positioned beside Joanna Corby, who was lying next to Miss Brockway on the right side of the ambush.


  “You okay?” he said to Joanna.


  “I'm fine,” she replied.


  “When the fighting starts, I think you'd better not move from here, because it'll probably get down to hand-to-hand stuff pretty fast.”


  “I'm not afraid,” Joanna said.


  “Nobody said you were, but hand-to-hand stuff is a test of who's stronger, and you're not stronger than a Japanese soldier.”


  “He's right,” Miss Brockway said. “No sense in being foolhardy.”


  Joanna nodded. “Very well.”


  Frankie looked at her lying on the ground and felt like climbing on top of her. She had a wonderfully round ass and great boobs, and her face was pretty, considering she wasn't wearing any makeup and had many insect bites.


  She turned slowly and looked at him. Ah, thought Frankie, she can tell I want to fuck her, so he winked at her, to make sure she knew everything was going to be okay.


  An amused smile broke out on her face and she turned away. Oh-ho, Frankie thought, she knows and thinks it's funny. Well, she won't think it's so funny when she's got my pepperoni up her ass.


  Then, out of the jungle to the west, Frankie became aware of a commotion in the jungle.


  “Here they come,” Bannon said. “Don't fire until I give the word.”


  


  The American soldiers and natives held their rifles tightly and looked down the sights. Joanna licked her lips nervously, while Frankie caught one last glimpse of her ass.


  If I ever get my hands on that girl, he thought, she'll never look at another man again.


  Butsko and Longtree followed the natives and crashed noisily through the jungle. Butsko was getting worried because he thought the Japanese might figure out that they were being led into a trap. What if they stopped and sent out some patrols to probe? That's what he would have done.


  One of the natives pointed straight ahead, and Butsko realized they were entering the place where the ambush would take place. It was just another part of the jungle, with no unusual terrain characteristics, but the natives and the recon platoon were deployed around the trail, and once the Japs got into it, the slaughter would begin.


  Bannon raised himself to one knee to wave Butsko and Longtree onward. Butsko and Longtree bulled their way through the ambush area and kept going, while behind them they could hear the Japanese advancing through the jungle.


  Lieutenant Karuma thought there was something strange about all the noise the Americans Were making, but he didn't want to give credence to his suspicions. He was an emotional man in the grip of hatred and the desire for revenge, and he wanted to assault the Americans and natives and wipe them out. They'd bedeviled him long enough. Also, he knew the Australian girl was back there someplace, so lust had a prominent position in his mind too.


  Sergeant Mitsui caught up with Lieutenant Karuma. “Sir, don't you think we should give the men a rest before we attack?”


  “If we rest, we'll lose them!”


  “Perhaps we should send a patrol ahead to locate their position!”


  “We're almost there, Sergeant Mitsui! Press on! Charger!”


  The Japanese soldiers reached deep within themselves for their last ounces of energy as they rampaged through the jungle. Lieutenant Karuma put on a burst of speed and got in front of them, waving his samurai sword in the air. His eyes were glazed with madness, and spittle flecked his lips.


  “Keep moving!” he shouted. “Attack!”


  Bannon saw them coming and held his submachine gun tightly against his shoulder. He had to be patient so as not to give the order to fire too soon. He must wait until all the Japs were inside the horseshoe.


  The Japanese soldiers pushed and shoved their way through the jungle; in front of them was an officer swinging a samurai sword around and screaming like a maniac. Bannon drew a bead on the officer and held him in his sights. The Japs had only a few more yards to go. Bannon's heart raced with excitement, and he was afraid that something would go wrong at the last moment.


  But nothing went wrong, and the Japs ran headlong into the trap, their officer exhorting them to move faster. All the natives and soldiers from the recon platoon had their sights trained on Japs, and even Joanna was ready to shoot one of them down.


  “Fire!” shouted Bannon.


  The soldiers from the recon platoon, the natives, and Joanna fired at the same time, and the jungle was filled with a sudden sound like a clap of thunder. Two of Bannon's bullets shot through Lieutenant Karuma's chest and he stumbled, dropping to his knees and coughing blood. The Japanese soldiers behind him were shredded by the sudden horrible volley, and then the second volley came, ripping apart more of them.


  The surviving Japanese soldiers dropped to their stomachs and looked around, but they couldn't see anything except gunsmoke and the trembling of leaves as bullets swooshed by.


  “Charge!” shouted Bannon.


  The men from the recon platoon and the natives jumped to their feet and advanced against the Japs, firing every step of the way. Butsko and Longtree returned on the double and joined in the charge, peppering the Japanese soldiers on the ground with hot lead. The Japanese soldiers were overwhelmed by the hail of bullets and still hadn't recovered completely from the surprise. The GIs and natives swept over them, firing their weapons down, and the natives stabbed their bayonets into Japanese soldiers who didn't look completely dead.


  One of the Japanese soldiers was playing dead and at the last moment raised his rifle to fire at a native in front of him, but he was in front of Bannon, who pulled his trigger and kept it pulled until the Jap's torso was riddled with holes and bits of his flesh were flying into the air.


  The natives were especially ferocious, kicking the faces of dead Japanese soldiers, bending down, and slitting their throats with knives. A few wounded Japs tried to surrender, but they were shot dead on the spot.


  When the firing died down, all the Japanese and seven natives were dead. Thirteen natives were wounded, along with Homer Gladley, who had a Japanese bullet inside his thigh and was lying helpless on the ground.


  Miss Brockway came onto the battlefield with her bag of medicine, and Joanna followed her. Miss Brockway had worked in hospitals filled with sick men, but Joanna had never seen anything like this. It was like a butcher shop where animals had just been slaughtered. Blood was everywhere, and it ran in rivulets along the ground. The sub-machine gun fire had blown men apart, and she could see their white ribs and internal organs.


  “Hey, look!” said Jimmy Hughes. “Their officer is still alive!”


  The soldiers and natives gathered around. Joanna walked over to take a look. Lieutenant Karuma lay on his back, bleeding profusely from two holes in his chest. His complexion was pale and his eyes half closed. He saw Joanna swimming in the mists before his eyes, and he smiled grimly, because in the clarity of onrushing death he realized that this woman—and his own madness—had led him to his doom. The woman raised her rifle and pointed it at him, and he looked straight at her, imploring her with his eyes to fire quickly and end his pain.


  Blam!


  The carbine kicked into Joanna's shoulder, and Lieutenant Karuma's head blew apart. When all the pieces landed and the smoke cleared away, he was still smiling underneath his handlebar mustache, but the top of his head and most of his brains were gone. Joanna lowered her rifle and looked at him, feeling the hatred ebb away. She'd killed him and felt sick to her stomach. He was the first man she'd ever killed, and she was horrified by what she'd done, but he'd never be able to harm anybody else again.


  Ten yards away Sergeant Mitsui lay mortally wounded. He'd also been shot through the chest and was covered with blood, but no native had finished him off because he looked dead.


  He'd seen Joanna shoot his commanding officer, and now the fundamental instincts of a Japanese noncommissioned officer were taking over. He raised his Nambu pistol suddenly and aimed at Joanna.


  The chatter of a submachine gun rent the silence.


  Joanna spun around at the sound and saw Frankie La Barbara standing with his submachine in his arms, smoke rising from the barrel. Ten yards in front of him was a dead Japanese sergeant with a pistol in his hand.


  Bannon also had his submachine gun ready, but Frankie had fired first. “He was aiming right at you,” Bannon said to Joanna.


  Joanna was dazed and turned to Frankie. “You saved my life,” she said in a faraway voice, astounded that death had come that close to her.


  “Guess so,” Frankie said, lowering his submachine gun.


  “I'd be dead if it weren't for you,” she said, gazing into his eyes as he stepped closer. “How can I ever repay you?”


  Frankie smirked. “You know how.”


  Butsko slung his submachine gun over his shoulder. “Let's get the fuck outta here!” he shouted. “Move it out!”


  


  


  FOURTEEN . . .


  They returned to Segi Point after dark, carrying their wounded. Captain Eadie came out of his hut with his pistol in hand, because he'd heard the battle in the distance and had no way of knowing which side had won.


  Butsko's face emerged out of the night, a cigarette dangling out the corner of his mouth. “Get on the radio and call Guadalcanal,” he said. ‘Tell ‘em my men and me want that submarine as soon as it can get here.”


  “What happened to the Japs?”


  “We got ‘em all, but there'll be more sooner or later. You might have to move this station.”


  Jimmy Hughes joined them and heard the last snatch of conversation. “I don't think so,” he said. “There have never been many Japs on this end of the island.”


  “There might be after this.”


  Jimmy looked at Captain Eadie. “I need a drink.”


  “Come on in.”


  They followed Captain Eadie into the hut, and Lieutenant MacDoughal showed up a few seconds later.


  


  “I never want to go through anything like that again,” Lieutenant MacDoughal said, sitting at the table. “It was too close for comfort.”


  “What was too close for comfort?” Butsko asked.


  “That fight in the jungle.”


  “Shit, we had ‘em wiped out before they even had a chance. If you think that was something, you should have been with us when we hit the beach on Guadalcanal.”


  Captain Eadie lit the kerosene lamp on the table, then walked to the radio and lit the one there. He sat in front of the radio and turned it on. “Help yourselves to the whiskey,” he said over his shoulder. “You know where it is.”


  Jimmy Hughes jumped up like a kangaroo and pulled the bottle down from the cupboard. He brought the bottle and some tin cups to the table and poured good stiff shots for all of them.


  “Down the hatch,” he said.


  The men sipped the whiskey as Captain Eadie tapped his key and transmitted the message to Guadalcanal. Butsko took out a cigarette and lit it up. The fatigue was catching up to him now, and his eyes went droopy. He wanted to go to bed, but first he had to know what Guadalcanal would tell Captain Eadie, and then he'd have to check on Homer Gladley and maybe bring him a shot of whiskey.


  Captain Eadie signed off and returned to the table. ‘Tomorrow at one in the morning,” he said to Butsko, “right down there off the coast of this station. They'll signal with three flashes, and you'll answer with two and then three more. Then they'll send in the rubber boat to pick you up.”


  “Sounds fine to me,” Butsko said. “Mind if I take a shot of this to the soldier who was wounded today?”


  “Help yourself.”


  Butsko tossed down his drink and filled the cup with a couple of ounces for Billie Jones. “See you guys later,” he said. Standing, he adjusted his cap on his head and walked out of the hut.


  Natives moved around in the clearing, and at the edge of the jungle a bunch of them were chanting. The mood was jubilant, and Butsko thought of how good it was to be a winner and how terrible to be a loser, rotting in the jungle, providing food for scavengers and maggots.


  


  Butsko found Homer Gladley lying on his back in the area of the jungle where the men from the recon platoon were bivouacked. Bannon and Longtree were sound asleep already, Frankie La Barbara was nowhere to be seen, and Hotshot Stevenson and Billie Jones were away in the hospital area rigged up by Miss Brockway. Homer Gladley didn't want to go to the hospital area because he didn't think he was hurt that seriously. Butsko knelt down beside Homer, who was smoking a cigarette, his eyes half closed because he was shot full of morphine. Miss Brockway had cut off his pant leg, and the white bandage could be seen tied around his thigh.


  “How're you feeling?” Butsko asked.


  “Real good, Sarge. Real good.”


  “I brought you something to drink.” Butsko held out the tin cup.


  Homer took it and sipped some down. “Thanks,” he wheezed.


  “We're leaving tomorrow night,” Butsko said.


  “I guess they'll put me in the hospital when I get back.”


  “Yeah, with all the nurses.”


  “That won't be so bad.”


  “Won't be bad at all.” Butsko looked around. “Where's Frankie La Barbara?”


  “Ain't he around here?” Homer asked.


  “No.”


  “Maybe he's gone to the shithouse.”


  “Yeah.” Butsko touched Homer on the shoulder. “Take it easy, pal. See you in the morning.”


  “Right.”


  Butsko stood up, adjusted the submachine gun on his shoulder, and walked back to Captain Eadie's radio shack.


  Frankie sat on a fallen tree behind some bushes at the bottom of the plateau, smoking a cigarette in the darkness. A few feet away were the sandy beach and the waves of the Pacific Ocean crashing on the shore. The sky was clear and filled with sparkling stars, and the half-moon of a few days before had become a three-quarter moon, casting an eerie glow onto the island.


  Maybe she won't come, Frankie thought. Maybe she's gonna be a cunt just like the rest of them. He puffed his cigarette and scratched his head, nervous as hell, because he hoped she'd show up. He wanted desperately to get his hands on her and make mad, passionate love.


  She said she'd come. He'd sidled next to her as they were returning to Segi Point and suggested that they go swimming together, and she said she'd meet him on the beach. She smiled when she said it, but it was a sad, wistful smile, as if she wanted to but didn't want to at the same time. Maybe she said she'd meet him only because he'd saved her life and she felt she owed him something, and maybe now she was having second thoughts or Miss Brockway had talked her out of it.


  Frankie was getting fidgety. It was another warm night, with a strong breeze blowing off the ocean, keeping away the insects. The island was a nightmare except for this little corner of it. It reminded him of the beaches of Australia, which were vast and breathtakingly beautiful.


  He saw something moving on the beach, and his heart beat like a tom-tom. It was she; he could tell by her walk, smooth and willowy. The wind blew her hair in front of her face and she pulled it away with a graceful, flowing gesture.


  Frankie arose from the bushes and walked toward her, his cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth, his hands in his pants pockets and his shirt unbuttoned to his waist, his dogtags showing against his hairy chest.


  “Hi,” he said to her, a roguish smile on his face.


  “Hello.”


  She smiled, and he thought he would drown in the shimmering pools that were her eyes. The wind tousled her long blond hair and plastered her khaki blouse against her body, showing the outlines of her breasts.


  “I was afraid you wouldn't come,” he confessed.


  “What made you think I wouldn't come?”


  “I don't know. I guess because it would be too good to be true if you did come.”


  “Well, here I am,” she said.


  “I guess so.” After waiting for her so long, and now being enchanted by her beauty, Frankie didn't know what to do next. “Nice night, isn't it?”


  She looked around at the ocean and the sky. “Very nice.”


  


  “A person can almost forget the damn war here.”


  “Yes. The war must be awfully hard for a soldier like you.”


  His voice dropped an octave. “It is.”


  “Have you seen much action?”


  “Too much.”


  Joanna looked at him; he was huge and handsome in the moonlight. Yet there was something sad about him. She thought it must be horrible to be a soldier and never know whether you were going to be alive or dead the next day. Any man who didn't desert or go insane was a hero as far as she was concerned.


  “Have you ever been wounded?” she asked.


  “Not seriously. Just a few nicks and scrapes. I came down with malaria once and had to go to the hospital on New Caledonia.”


  “You've been lucky.”


  “Yeah. Just about everybody in the platoon has been hurt, and a lot of the guys have gone back to the States in pine boxes. I figure my number's gonna come up any day now.”


  She looked up at his face. “My number came up today, and you saved my life.”


  “Anybody would've done it.”


  “But you're the one who did.”


  “I guess so.”


  Frankie felt ill at ease. He put his hands in his pockets and looked down at his feet shuffling in the sand.


  “Well, anyway,” he muttered, “you don't owe me anything. You would've done the same for me, wouldn't you?”


  She was delighted to see him so nervous, because she knew her feminine power was doing it. “Yes, I would have tried to help you.”


  “So you don't owe me anything.”


  “Why are you getting so sad?”


  “Who, me?” Frankie clicked on his magic smile. “I'm okay.”


  “Good. So am I.”


  “Well,” Frankie said, “are we gonna go swimming?”


  “Sure. There aren't any sharks out there, are there?”


  “You don't have to worry about sharks when the tide is coming in. It's when it's going out that you have to worry.”


  


  “Why's that?”


  “When the tide's going out it takes your scent with it, and they smell it, but when the tide's coming in, your scent doesn't go out to the sharks.”


  “I don't know,” she said. “I smell pretty strong right now.”


  Frankie pulled his shirt out of his pants and let the sleeves drop off his arms. He looked around and saw a piece of driftwood that the sea had sculpted into a weird conglomeration of horns and tusks, and he hung his shirt on it.


  “Look the other way,” she said, unfastening the top button of her shirt.


  He turned around and could hear her garments slipping off. He imagined what she looked like naked; there she was, only a few feet away. He thought of her nipples and the golden floss between her legs. He wanted to turn around and grab her, but you can't go too fast with women. You have to do it their way if you want to get what they have to give you.


  He sat with his back to her and unlaced his combat boots. Waves crashed against the shore and a sea gull shrieked as he flew past overhead. She hung her clothes on the driftwood.


  “I'll meet you in the water,” she said. “Don't peek.”


  She ran off, and he couldn't resist looking. Her blond hair flowed behind her. She was slim but shapely. Her ass looked terrific. Frankie kicked off his boots, jumped up, and stepped out of his fatigue pants. He ran across the warm sand and saw her head and shoulders visible in the water. She waved at him and he splashed into the water, jumping over the waves until they got too high; then he dived in.


  The water was warm, like swimming through Jell-O. It ran through his hair and along his body, massaging him gently, washing away the perspiration and dirt. He surfaced a few feet away from her. Her blond hair was slick against her head, making her appear smaller, a wraith of the sea.


  “Water feels good,” Frankie said.


  “Marvelous,” she replied, working her shoulders, and Frankie could guess that she was washing herself with her hands.


  “I know something that'd feel better,” Frankie said.


  “What?”


  


  “This.”


  He grabbed her, wrapped his arms around her, and brought his erection to rest against her belly. She looked up at him, smiling happily, and he lowered his head. Their lips met and tasted salty. He kissed her gently at first, teasing her, because he knew you have to get women worked up slowly, otherwise they'll think you are going too fast, and they'll accuse you of not respecting them and all that bullshit.


  “Mmmmm,” she said.


  He lowered his hands and cupped her firm, round ass. Her lips parted and he poked the tip of this tongue in. She melted in his arms, and he held her more tightly, so that she wouldn't slip away. Her breasts pressed against bis chest and she pushed her little bush against his thigh. She opened her mouth wider and he pushed his tongue in all the way, while she closed her lips around his tongue and sucked it.


  Frankie was getting so hot, he thought the top of his head would explode. She squirmed and wiggled against him, and he ran his hands up and down her body. He wanted to stick it in right then and there, and all his plans to play it calm evaporated in the furnace that his brain had become. He wrapped both his big hands around her rib cage and lifted her up.


  “What are you doing?” she asked in a little-girl voice.


  He didn't reply, because he didn't want to scare her. The water made her buoyant and easy to maneuver. He lowered her slowly and she got the idea. She spread her legs and he brought her down gently so that his cock would penetrate her muff, but when they touched, he was a couple of inches away from her main spot.


  “Forward a little,” she whispered.


  He moved her closer to him and changed the angle of his wangle. Then he lowered her again, and this time her vulva swallowed up his cock to the hilt. She moaned softly as he moved his feet around and found more solid footing in the sand. Then he held her ass is his hands and moved her up and down, while she hugged his shoulders and covered his face with kisses. The water made her easy to lift; he rocked her up and down and from side to side, and they performed a little love tango together in the water. The moon made a wiggly line across the ocean and came to a stop on them, and the water twinkled all around them.


  His passion became more intense, and he hugged her more tightly against him. She wrapped her legs around his waist and squirmed like a snake, moaning and whimpering. His lips found hers and they kissed hungrily, their tongues entwining and drool dripping out the corners of their mouths. He moved her up down, jamming it in as far as it would go and then lifting her so that it almost fell out.


  Frankie hadn't been laid for so long that he felt himself going crazy. He knew he couldn't control himself and let her come first. There was no way he could calm down, and he couldn't stop. As he huffed and puffed and humped like a madman he heard the little voice in his ear, saying he was going to come too soon and that wouldn't make her happy, because once women start fucking, they don't like to stop. But what could he do?


  Meanwhile she was riding up and down on his orange banana. It was the strangest sex she'd ever had in her life. She thought she'd been around, but she'd never done it naked in the water before, and it was bending her head out of shape. She ran her fingers through his hair and chewed his ears. She scratched his back and bit his shoulder. Her mind flipped around in her head like a pancake on a griddle as she slid up and down on his big banana.


  Frankie made a feeble effort to hold back, but it didn't work.


  He closed his eyes and his knees sagged as his two little grenades exploded, sending sweet, silky love shooting deep inside her. She felt it surging through her, and it was so hot and gooey and wonderful that it pushed her over the edge into a spectacular multicolored orgasm.


  “Oh!” she cried. “Oh!”


  Frankie growled as he held on to her tightly and pumped hard, while she twisted and twitched, arching her back and straightening out again, squeezing him tightly with her legs He kept ejaculating, and the water around them became clouded with love juice, but then he became completely unraveled and lost his footing in the water.


  


  He tipped to the side, struggled to stay up, but couldn't make it. Both of them toppled into the water and dropped below the surface. Frankie swallowed water, coughed, sneezed, and then managed to push his head up through the surface. He didn't see her around anywhere, so took a deep breath and sank down again, looking and feeling for her, but while he was down she came up, didn't see him, and ducked’ down, looking for him.


  Finally they arose together and looked at each other.


  “Jesus, I thought you drowned,” Frankie said.


  “I thought you'd drowned.”


  Frankie reached out and hugged her. “Hey, you're pretty good,” he said, still breathing heavily.


  “So are you,” she replied.


  They kissed again, but Frankie pulled away suddenly.


  “What's the matter?” she asked.


  “I hear something.”


  She wrinkled her nose and listened. “I don't hear anything.”


  “Ssshhhh.”


  Frankie knitted his brows together and moved his head around. He thought he heard machinery of some kind but couldn't be sure, because the roar of surf on the beach was so loud.


  “I still don't hear anything,” she said.


  “Shut up!” he snapped.


  He concentrated on the sound and gradually it became louder. It was an engine, probably a motorboat, and it was headed in their direction.


  “Let's go!” he said.


  “What's the matter?”


  “A motorboat is coming. Come on!”


  He took her hand and pushed against the water, stretching out his long legs toward the shore, but it was like one of those nightmares where you want to run but your legs won't move fast enough. The water slowed him down and he fought hard. against it, dragging Joanna with him, charging through the waves.


  “I hear the boat!” she said, and that really lit a fire underneath her.


  She leaped out of the water, dropped down, and leaped again like a gazelle, while he rushed toward the beach like a football player. The water dropped down to their waists and thighs, and then they really made time. They splashed across the final yards of water and hit the beach running. The motorboat was much closer now, and they dashed across the sand to where their clothes were hung on the driftwood.


  Frankie took the clothes off the driftwood and dropped them on the sand, then fell to his stomach and dragged her down with him. He huggled her close to him so their sides touched and looked through the tangled driftwood toward the water.


  The motorboat came into view around a small sand spit, its single searchlight flashing along the beach. Frankie squinted and recognized it as a Japanese patrol boat. He could even see the crewmembers on deck.


  “Keep your head down,” he said.


  She peeked through the driftwood beside him and could see the Japanese flag hanging from a short pole at the rear of the boat. They'd made it to safety just in time. Another few minutes and the Japanese would have caught them naked and in the open.


  The boat moved past them, shining its light across the beach and into the jungle. Frankie and Joanna could hear the Japanese sailors talking, clanking their equipment. The boat moved slowly, examining the shoreline carefully, and Frankie wondered what they were looking for. He hoped they wouldn't be around when the submarine came to pick them up.


  The patrol boat motored away, and Frankie and Joanna relaxed. They turned to each other and kissed softly. He cupped her breast in his hand; it was firm and soft at the same time, just like a breast should be.


  She looked at his eyes glinting in the moonlight. “You know,” she said, “you're very good-looking.”


  “So are you,” he replied, kissing her cheek and squeezing her breast. “Why don't you roll over onto your back, so's I can talk to you.”


  She slapped his face lightly. “You're a bastard too.”


  “I'm not a bastard. It's just that when I want something, I try to get it.”


  


  She lay on her back and spread her legs. He crawled on top of her and stuck it in, but she wasn't greasy anymore and he had to fool around a little. She closed her eyes and went limp as he played with her, and he looked down at her face, so perfect and symmetrical.


  She opened her eyes suddenly and saw him looking at her.


  “What are you thinking?” she asked dreamily, because he was still messing with her.


  “I was thinking about what a doll you are.”


  “I really like you, Frankie,” she said. “I don't know whether or not I love you, but I know I like you.”


  “I'll settle for that,” Frankie said as he slid it in.


  “Ooooohhhhh,” she whispered.


  He pushed it in all the way and let it soak. She took his big shaggy head in her hands and kissed his lips, sending a thrill through his body all the way down to his toes. His heart swelled up with love for her. She was definitely getting to him. Then he remembered how he'd searched through her luggage and copied the map her father had given her, and he felt shitty. He collapsed on top of her and moaned.


  “What's the matter?” she asked.


  Never mind.”


  “Just remember your wife?”


  “No.”


  “What is it?”


  He raised his head and looked down at her. “I feel bad,” he said.


  “Am I doing something wrong?”


  “No.”


  “What's wrong?”


  “You're gonna get mad when I tell you.”


  “No I won't.”


  “Yes you will.”


  “I told you I won't.”


  “Promise?”


  “Yes. Now tell me.”


  “Remember that you promised.”


  “I remember.”


  


  “Well,” Frankie said, “do you remember that map you told me about? The one your father drew to show you where the gold is?”


  “Yes.”


  Frankie took a breath. “I took it out of your suitcase and made a copy of it.”


  “What'd you do that for?”


  “Because of the gold.”


  “But there isn't any gold,” she said.


  “How do you know?”


  “What makes you think there is gold?” she asked.


  “Because Jimmy Hughes was a friend of your father's, and he told me he wouldn't lie about a thing like that.”


  She raised her head two inches off the ground. “He knew my father!”


  “They used to get drunk together.”


  “Why didn't he say something to me!”


  “Because I told him you were a hysterical woman and you wouldn't be able to handle it. I told him that because I didn't want you to know about the gold, so that I could have it all for myself someday.”


  She looked up at him. “So why are you telling me now?”


  “Because I love you, baby,” he said, and lowered his head so he could kiss her lips.


  She pushed him away. “You really think there's gold there?”


  “Yes.”


  “What are we going to do about it?”


  “I guess I'm not going to do anything about it, because it's yours.”


  “I couldn't find it myself,” she said. “I'll need a partner. If there's any gold there, it should be enough for both of us. You wanna be my partner?”


  “Sure,” he said. “I'll be your partner any day.”


  “How'll we work it?” she asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, after we leave here, I'll go back to Australia and you'll stay in the Army. How will we get together?”


  “What's the biggest town on this island?” he asked.


  “Munda.”


  


  “Okay,” he said, “when the war's over, we'll meet in Munda and work out all the details. If I don't show up for thirty days and you don't hear from me, just figure that I got shot someplace and find yourself another partner.”


  She pressed one finger against his lips. “Don't say that, Frankie! You're not going to get shot someplace.”


  “I might. A lot of my old buddies are pushing up daisies right now.”


  “Just think about the gold, Frankie, and think about my hot little ass. Maybe that'll make you be more careful.”


  “I won't forget either one,” Frankie said, taking her hot little ass in his hands and kissing her lips.


  She opened her mouth and their tongues met again, just like old times. He pumped her gently and she entwined her fingers in his thick, black hair. They squirmed against each other and held each other tightly as the moon shone down upon them, showering them with pale gold.


  Butsko stumbled down the path that led to the latrine, drunk out of his mind. His hat was crooked on his head and his shirt was half tucked in and half hanging out. He'd been drinking a potent beverage brewed by the natives, and it had knocked him for a loop.


  He was surprised that he was so messed up. He'd been sitting there in the jungle, drinking with Jimmy Hughes and the natives, when suddenly he noticed that his head was falling toward the ground. He wondered what the natives made that stuff out of. It hadn't tasted bad either. Maybe if it had tasted bad, he wouldn't have drunk so much of it.


  He came to the latrine, leaned over the pit, took out his dork, and had to catch himself because he almost lost his balance. He took a step backward and thought of how horrible it would have been to fall into all that putrid rotting shit.


  He began to piss; it seemed to go on for hours. He closed his eyes, slept for a while, opened them again, and he still was pissing. Had he drunk that much? “Yep,” he said aloud, “I drank that much.”


  It had started in the radio shack and ended with Jimmy Hughes and the natives. Some of the natives had passed out cold and some performed strange little dances, hopping around and wagging their asses. Butsko was going to bed after he finished pissing.


  He became aware that he was drained and put his dork away. Then he took out a cigarette, lit it, and turned back toward the trail.


  “That you, Butsko?”


  “Who wants to know?”


  “Lieutenant MacDoughal.”


  The big burly lieutenant emerged from the jungle and stepped into the moonlight surrounding the latrine. He staggered because he, too, was drunk, having been sipping whiskey with Captain Eadie.


  “Butsko, I don't like you—you know that?” MacDoughal said as he stepped up to the pit and unbuttoned his fly.


  Butsko puffed his cigarette and leaned from side to side. “Yeah, I know that, and I don't like you either. I never met an officer in my life who was worth a fiddler's fuck.”


  “Yeah?” said MacDoughal, pissing into the latrine.


  “Yeah,” replied Butsko.


  “Well, you wanna know what I think?” MacDoughal said.


  “I got a funny feeling you're gonna tell me,” Butsko replied.


  “I think you're a big fucking baboon, that's what I think. You're not good enough to be an officer and you know it, and that's why you don't like officers.”


  “Naw,” said Butsko, “I don't wanna be an officer. I'd rather have a sister in a whorehouse than a brother as an officer. The reason I don't like officers is because they're all stupid fucking assholes like you.”


  “Yeah?” said MacDoughal.


  “Yeah,” replied Butsko.


  “I don't like you, Butsko—you know that?”


  “I know it because you told me already.”


  Lieutenant MacDoughal buttoned his fly and walked toward Butsko. “Your problem,” he said, “is that you've got no brains.”


  “Your problem,” Butsko replied, “is that you got piss in your blood.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  


  “Somebody ought to teach you how to talk to officers,” MacDoughal said.


  Both men were standing face-to-face, breathing alcoholic fumes into each other's nostrils. Butsko had to angle his head to look at MacDoughal, because MacDoughal was taller than he was and broader, but MacDoughal had a big gut and a lot of flab on him. Butsko knew he could cut him down to size in no time at all.


  “Why don't you teach me how to talk to officers,” Butsko said, “and we'll see how far you get.”


  MacDoughal grinned. “I don't wanna hurt you, Butsko. You're tough, but you're not that tough.”


  “You're a fucking coward,” Butsko replied. “You wanna teach me how to talk to officers? Well, here I stand.”


  “I could get into a lot of trouble for beating up an enlisted man,” MacDoughal said.


  “It's just you and me here, jerk-off. Do what you gotta do or get the fuck out of my sight.”


  “You're asking for it, fella.”


  “Kiss my fucking ass.”


  MacDoughal took a step back and raised his fists. Butsko spit out his cigarette, turned sideways to MacDoughal, and raised his fists too. MacDoughal undulated in the moonlight, and Butsko blinked because he was seeing double. When he opened his eyes again he saw a fist directly in front of his face.


  Ka-pow!


  Butsko felt as if he'd walked into a deuce-and-a-half truck going ninety miles an hour. His knees buckled but he didn't fall. MacDoughal clobbered him again and Butsko lunged forward and caught MacDoughal in a bear hug, holding on tight and trying to clear his head.


  MacDoughal grunted as he tried to break loose, but Butsko had his arms clamped to his sides. The bells stopped ringing in Butsko's head and he felt ready to go at it again. He threw MacDoughal to the side and stepped backward, raising his fists again.


  “C'mon, you big galoot,” Butsko said. “Let's go.”


  MacDoughal advanced, deriving confidence from the blood dripping from Butsko's nose. He feinted with a left hook and then threw a right jab, but that put him hopelessly off balance, and Butsko caught the blow on his shoulder, stepping closer and throwing an uppercut to MacDoughal's stomach.


  The blow shook MacDoughal, but he didn't keel over or let it show. Butsko hooked to MacDoughal's head and MacDoughal blocked it, elbowing Butsko in the mouth, and that made Butsko really mad. Butsko stepped back and wiped the blood from his nose. MacDoughal followed him, pushing out a left jab that he hoped would set up a right haymaker.


  Butsko dodged the jab and saw the haymaker coming. He ducked and it flew over his head, and while MacDoughal was swung halfway around, Butsko threw his own powerhouse right, which connected with the side of MacDoughal's head. MacDoughal staggered back a few steps and Butsko followed him, hammering him in the stomach. When MacDoughal lowered his guard, Butsko punched him in the mouth.


  MacDoughal knew he was in trouble and swung wildly. Butsko stood toe to toe with him and swung back. Their punches got in each other's way, and they looked like a couple of drunken bums—which they were—but then Butsko leaned back and MacDoughal's fist whistled past his nose. MacDoughal's momentum turned him to the side and Butsko hooked him hard to the stomach.


  That one hurt, and MacDoughal's knees sagged. Butsko punched down and hit MacDoughal on the top of the head. MacDoughal tried to cover up, and Butsko hit him with crosses and hooks on the sides of his head. When MacDoughal moved his hands back to protect those areas, Butsko slammed him in the nose and blood spurted out.


  “C'mon!” Butsko said, dancing from side to side. “C'mon!”


  MacDoughal shook his head to clear out the cobwebs. Butsko wound up and threw a right lead, his best punch, and it connected with MacDoughal's forehead, MacDoughal went sprawling backward and Butsko hit him a final shot on his jaw.


  MacDoughal went down for the count. He lay on the ground, moaning, trying to get up. Butsko caught a whiff of the stink from the latrine and got the devilish idea to throw MacDoughal in. It would be the ideal place for an officer, because all of them were full of shit.


  


  But Butsko didn't feel up to it. He was too tired and he didn't want to humiliate MacDoughal too much. If you humiliated a man too much, you'd have to watch your back for the rest of your life. MacDoughal couldn't raise himself and passed out cold on the ground.


  “You fucking scumbag!” Butsko muttered as he stumbled away from the latrine. He took out another cigarette and lit it, blowing smoke into the air. He made his way through the jungle like a drunken bear, while the moon cast eerie shadows all around him and every bush had a thousand eyes. He saw the radio shack; the light was out; Captain Eadie must have gone to sleep. All was quiet on Segi Point. Even the birds were sleeping, and Butsko could hear the waves crashing on the beach beneath the plateau.


  He returned to the area where the recon platoon was bivouacked. Homer Gladley was snoring like a buzzsaw. Bannon lay curled up like a little boy underneath a tree, his head on his pack, and Longtree slept on his stomach not too far away. Frankie La Barbara wasn't there, but Butsko knew he was with Joanna someplace. He'd seen the way they'd been looking at each other and knew they'd get down to it the first chance they got.


  Butsko found his pack, arranged it like a pillow, and lay down, puffing the butt of his cigarette. The stars twinkled in the sky above, and Butsko felt at peace with himself. He'd accomplished all he was supposed to do on New Georgia, and he'd kicked an officer's ass. The next day the submarine would come and take him back to Guadalcanal, where he and his men would be congratulated and permitted to rest for a while until the brass figured out another dirty job for them. He wondered where the next one would be.


  One's as bad as another, he thought as he stubbed out his cigarette and rolled over, closing his eyes. The warm night covered him like a blanket, and in minutes he was sound asleep, snoring even louder than Homer Gladley.
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