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  Blue Devil Island


  Introduction


  By Lieutenant Commander Drew McLachlan, USN


  According to official U.S. Navy records, VF-39, or Fighting Squadron 39, was commissioned on March 15, 1945, equipped with Grumman F6F-5 Hellcat fighters, and stationed at Salome Island (now Delap) in the Marshalls until the end of World War II. On September 10, 1945, the squadron was decommissioned, and the VF-39 designation retired.


  However, although unsubstantiated by most Navy sources, an earlier fighting squadron actually bore the VF-39 designation; formed in the spring of 1943 at Pensacola, Florida, it served a single, incomplete tour of duty, and was abruptly and quietly decommissioned in November of that same year. Equipped with the then-new F6F-3 Hellcat, the squadron deployed to a small island in the Solomons known only as Conquest, about 180 miles southwest of Bougainville. This region of the south Pacific saw some of the fiercest fighting of the war and produced some of history’s most renowned fighting squadrons, such as the Jolly Rogers (VF-17), commanded by Tom Blackburn, and the Black Sheep (VMF-214), commanded by Greg “Pappy” Boyington, whose exploits are legendary even now, after more than half a century. Had VF-39’s career not been ingloriously terminated — due to events that the Navy refuses to disclose — the Blue Devils, as the squadron came to be known, might have been ranked among the famous.


  I was commanding officer of the Fighting 39 from the day I oversaw its commission until its untimely disbanding, and I can state with the utmost objectivity that no other group of men could have been more professional or more spirited in their service to their country. Sadly, as is always the case in war, many wonderful young men lost their lives during that short but terrible period, and the tragedy is compounded by the fact that many of them died fighting not the Japanese, but an enemy far more insidious and unexpected. Of those who did survive, few have since spoken of those dark days even to each other, much less to the world at large. And as the years continue their inevitable march into the future, all too soon, there will be no one left who experienced what, to many, came to be known as the ultimate horror.


  This is the story of a small, courageous group of men facing overwhelming odds, and their struggle with an unknown, unearthly enemy, the likes of which — if we are fortunate — no human being will ever have to witness again.


  Chapter 1


  Latitude South, 8º 50’ 03”, Longitude East, 154º 38’ 27”


  Friday, October 29, 1943


  1635 hours


  I had never craved a drink while piloting a fighter plane until the first time I saw the knobby, mist-wreathed crown of Conquest Island, some 10,000 feet below, protruding from the ocean like the bloated carcass of a gigantic, grotesquely deformed whale. My sudden passion for spirits might have stemmed from the realization that, for the next three months (give or take a few weeks), I was destined to call this lonely, remote outpost home. Or it might have been the more sobering realization that I stood an excellent chance of being killed before shipping back to the States as a happy, retired veteran. Anyway, something about the dark, verdant hump swimming alone in the vast expanse of the south Pacific suggested it was anything but a hospitable place. Its coat of brilliant, lush vegetation, long sandy beaches, and crystal blue waters lent it a rare, mysterious beauty.


  The kind of beauty one associates with a lovely, poisonous flower.


  No, not a whale, I thought. The island more closely resembled the half-submerged, smoking snout of a monstrous dragon lying in wait for unsuspecting victims.


  As I studied the area around a lagoon at the island’s southeastern end, I finally made out the thin gray landing strip, foreshortened so that it resembled an arrow pointing to the island’s heart. To my right, my wingman, Lieutenant (JG) Roger “Rufus” Cox, in the cockpit of his sea-blue Hellcat, swiveled his head constantly as his eyes scanned the sky for any sign of attackers. The chances of running into trouble out here were slim, but even a small enemy group with an altitude advantage could wipe us out on our landing approach, when we were at our most vulnerable. Throttling back, I pushed the nose over into a 1,500-foot-per-minute descent, listening with a critical ear to the deepening thrum of the engine and glancing back to confirm that the other 23 pilots were following me into the landing pattern.


  We had maintained radio silence over the last 200 miles of the flight from Henderson Field, Guadalcanal, and would continue to do so all the way down to the runway. The Marine ground support unit, having picked us up on radar, would be ready to receive us, but only after they had confirmed the authenticity of our transmitted friend-or-foe identification signal, and their spotters had ascertained that we were not a flight of Japs winging in for a surprise attack. As we passed over the field at 2,000 feet, I rocked my wings to make sure the antiaircraft gunners on the ground could see the stark white star and navy blue roundel on the underside of my right wing. Thankfully, no tracers came up to meet us as I breezed into a sweeping arc to set up our approach to the runway.


  The R4D Gooney that transported our supplies, non-flying personnel, and several cases of medicinal alcohol went into the groove first. Since our fighters moved much faster than the slow, heavy transport, we had flown a constant weaving pattern around it for most of the long journey, and my tailbone had gotten abominably sore from sitting on my parachute pack (a condition commonly known as “asserosis”). When the gooney set down on the runway, rolled to its end, and turned onto the apron to make way for the rest of us to land, I felt a distinct and welcome sense of relief. My Hellcat, which I had dubbed “Old Grand-Dad” (yes, in honor of the whiskey, thank you very much), was desperate for fuel, and I now wanted more than anything in the world to get my feet on solid ground, grab a cold beer, and light up a relaxing smoke.


  But these little pleasures would have to wait. Once certain the runway was clear, I throttled back to 120 mph, dumped my flaps, and aimed my plane at the first 200 feet of runway to set down carrier-style — fast, hard, and impressive. Old Grand-Dad shuddered as its landing gear wound down and locked into place. Below me, the ocean gave way to coarse, dark sand and then to thick, spiky sawgrass as, to either side, the tops of tall, spindly coconut palms flashed past at eye level. Then I closed the throttle, lifted the nose, and felt the plane rock gently as the wheels touched down on the ground. A sudden, loud clattering sound erupted from below, and my stomach lurched until I realized that my Cat was landing on Marston metal matting, which the Seabees had laid over the earthen landing strip. Without it, the rains that frequently soaked this region would turn the runway into an unusable quagmire. Quickly recovering my wits, I held the stick steady as the plane began to slow; then, when it was safe to use the brakes without risk of nosing over, I pressed the tops of the rudder pedals and guided my Cat onto the right-hand apron, glancing back to confirm that Cox was following close behind me. He was.


  When I cut the engine and let go of the yoke, my palm tingled as if I were holding a fistful of bees, and when I lifted my feet from the rudder pedals, my knees cracked with the sound of premature rigor mortis. Because I was 33 at the time — ancient compared to our youngest pilots — some of them referred to me as “Brittle Bones,” though most had the good sense to use the epithet only behind my back; those who preferred flying to being grounded called me “Skipper” or “Mr. McLachlan” to my face. Cranking the canopy open, I leaned out into the island air, which was ripe with the tang of salt spray, the citrus scent of tropical foliage, and the acrid bite of avgas, to let the brisk wind wick away the sweat from my brow. But before I could even take in my new surroundings, a hunched figure clambered onto the left wing, and a pair of hands reached in to help me unfasten my harnesses.


  “Welcome to Conquest, sir,” said a youthful voice, and as I tossed aside my shoulder straps, a strong hand took hold of my arm and hoisted me out of my seat. The Marine plane captain wore grease-smudged khakis; thick, dark spectacles; and a broad, sincere-looking smile. He snapped a quick salute and helped me onto the wing. I pulled off my sweat-soaked flight helmet only have my eardrums assailed by the deafening roar of a Pratt & Whitney R-2800 Double Wasp. Turning, I saw Cox’s Hellcat rolling up next to mine, its prop winding down with a shrill whine. Like all our Cats, Cox’s engine cowling bore an evil-looking, devilish visage, painted in stark red, white, and blue — the Fighting 39’s official insignia. After making sure my aging legs would not collapse beneath me, I dropped onto the earthen apron and watched Lt. (JG) Willy Vickers’ Cat touch down on the metal matting at the far end of the field. Behind him, Ensign Timmy Asberry’s plane was less than a minute to touchdown. The southeastern sky, far beyond our formations, had begun to turn purple and black. In spring, in this part of the world, cumulus clouds often gathered for the better part of the day and then unleashed torrential rainstorms late in the afternoon. In an hour, this hard-packed apron would probably be an ocean of mud.


  I was standing near the northwest end of the runway, facing south toward the lagoon, which hid behind several dense rows of coconut palms. To my left, just beyond the apron, I saw a row of earthen revetments that would provide some protection for our planes should the enemy attempt to bomb us. Behind me, to the north, the precipitous mountainside loomed over the field, a natural barrier against enemy attack.


  The base complex lay a quarter mile away, in the shadow of a steep, crescent-shaped ridge that protruded from of the southern slope of the mountain. I could see amid thick clusters of trees the tops of a few tents, a good-sized Quonset hut, and a wood-framed tower with a camouflaged roof. The field had been carved right out of the jungle, which minimized its exposure to prying enemy eyes; however, my stomach fluttered a bit at the idea of living with only a thin layer of canvas between me and the unknown denizens of what appeared to be a monumentally dense rain forest.


  The Blue Devils were touching down with admirable precision, one every 30 seconds or so, and rolling onto the apron, where the plane captains hurried out to attend to the pilots. The rumble of engines, swirling clouds of dust, and hordes of scurrying figures had transformed the silent, lonely looking field into a noisy, bustling center of activity. From the direction of the revetments, I saw a pair of flight-suited figures walking my way; one of them took a pack of cigarettes from his upper pocket and offered one each to his partner and me. I took the smoke and lit it, savoring the sweet draft.


  “Well, Athos,” the big man said, pocketing the pack, “you got us here. That’s more than I expected from you.”


  Lieutenant Commander Davis Comeaux, my executive officer, was a broad-shouldered mountain with a jovial smile and the temper of a grizzly bear. We had been friends for over two years, since our early days in VF-3 — the fighting squadron aboard the U.S.S. Lexington. He had a pair of kills — both Zeros — under his belt. “Porthos,” I said with a little smile. “I’m surprised you were able to keep up. It looked like you were nodding off back there.”


  “I had Aramis here praying for me.” He clapped Jasper Arsenault on the shoulder hard enough to send the smaller man’s cigarette flying from his lips. Arsenault rolled his eyes, picked up the butt, and leaned toward Comeaux to blow a cloud of smoke into his face.


  “He’s lying, Skipper,” Arsenault said in his soft, clipped voice. “I only pray for sinners who have a hope of being saved.”


  “Speaking of hopeless,” Comeaux said, pointing toward the next Hellcat coming in to land, “isn’t that our new boy?”


  I nodded, studying the Cat as it approached. Its pilot, Ensign Elmer Kinney, had joined us the night before we left San Diego for our long haul across the Pacific — a replacement for Lieutenant Lawrence “Lefty” Hazelhurst, who had been stricken with appendicitis just before shipping out. Lefty had been an experienced flyer and accomplished marksman. Kinney was a scrawny, towheaded lad with a slight stutter and faltering manner, and an effeminate air that drew derision from just about everyone in the unit.


  “Well, he gets a chance like everyone else,” I said. “He’s a fair stick, judging by his scores.”


  “He didn’t train with the rest of us,” Arsenault said. “I have a feeling he won’t be able to keep up.”


  “It’ll be up to you to see that he does. I’m assigning him to your division.”


  “No!”


  “Yes.”


  Arsenault snorted. “Well, aren’t you the admirable Creighton?”


  An anemic horn honked behind me, and I turned to see a jeep approaching from the direction of the encampment. “Let’s get everyone assembled,” I said to Comeaux. “It’s going to be dark in a while. I’ll leave you two to get everyone settled.”


  “Roger that,” Comeaux said and produced a bosun’s whistle — a valuable antique he had “borrowed” from the CO of his first aviation training unit. He had the good grace to employ it sparingly, but at times like this — when he deemed it appropriate — he blew the whistle with the gusto of a little boy with his favorite plaything.


  The jeep, which might have been muddier only if it had passed through quicksand, pulled up next to my Hellcat with a harsh squealing of brakes. The passenger, a lanky figure wearing a neatly pressed but sweat-stained khaki uniform, disembarked with a groan of effort, as if the heat had sapped most of his energy. His long, angular face bore a yellowish tint, which meant he had been taking atabrine to ward off the symptoms of malaria; a trademark of the locale that everyone in the squadron would exhibit soon enough. He gave me a once-over with narrow, appraising eyes, then snapped a perfunctory salute. “You the CO?” he said in a slow voice with a deep southern twang.


  “Yes, sir,” I said, returning the salute. “Lieutenant Commander Drew McLachlan. Fighting 39, reporting for duty.”


  He nodded and extended a hand. I took it, half-expecting a damp, clammy grip, but found it warm, strong, and dry. “Lieutenant Colonel Dan Rooker. Welcome to Conquest.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “Call me Rook. Everyone else does.” He glanced toward the southeastern sky, where the last few planes were lining up to land. “Impressive formation. Many combat veterans in your group?”


  “Very few, actually. But a lot of hours of flight time.”


  “What about you? I understand you were at Coral Sea.”


  “VF-3, aboard the Lexington.”


  “Kills?”


  “Four.”


  Rooker nodded. “I was at Henderson before this, with VMF-121. Most of the personnel here served with the Cactus Air Force support teams.”


  “You were there in the dark days?” I asked, referring to the closing months of the previous year, when the Marines kept the airfield on Guadalcanal (commonly known as “Cactus”) operational even while ground forces from both sides waged an obscene, bloody battle all around them.


  “That’s right. Compared to that, this place is going to be a cakewalk.”


  “Let’s hope so,” I said with a chuckle, impressed by Rooker’s claim. “But not so comfortable we don’t see any action.”


  “You’ll see action. This is a top-notch ground unit. These men maintained the Wildcats at Cactus, so they know the Grumman works inside and out. They’ll do just as well with your F6Fs. Now, if your men can make do without you, I’ll give you the grand tour.”


  I pointed to Comeaux, who had mustered the pilots into halfway orderly rows. “That’s my XO. He’s got everything well in hand.”


  “Hop in, then.”


  I climbed into the back of the jeep and nodded a greeting to the driver: a frighteningly youthful-looking corporal whose nameplate read “Gruber.” Once Rooker had settled himself in the passenger seat, the jeep lurched into motion with a distressed groan, and I found myself hoping the mechanics would treat our planes with more respect than they apparently did the jeep. The harsh environment of a place like this played hell with anything mechanical, and our lives depended on every piece of hardware functioning at 100 percent.


  “You from Georgia, Rook?” I asked as the jeep bounced down the rutted trail toward the camp.


  “Obvious, is it?”


  “My dad’s family came from Hapeville. Spent some time there as a kid.”


  “I’m from Gainesville. Little town northeast of Atlanta.”


  I nodded. “I know of it.”


  “You don’t sound like you come from anywhere. Where were you raised?”


  “Absolutely everywhere,” I said with a laugh. “My dad was stationed all over. Norfolk, Chicago, San Diego, Key West. I don’t think I was ever in one place more than a year at a time.”


  “I count myself lucky for having had a stable environment as a child. Otherwise, who knows? I might have become a fighter pilot or something.”


  Rooker didn’t crack a smile, but I found his dry manner engaging. For the next few minutes, I gazed at my surroundings in silence, awed by the size and density of the tropical flora around me. The jeep track had been cut right through the trees and undergrowth, and the high, leafy canopy all but obscured the late afternoon sun. We passed several rows of tents and a few ramshackle huts obviously built out of local timber and discarded scrap metal, all nestled in the shadows of the verdant rain forest. Understandably, comfort preceded decorum here, for I saw several men gathered near the tents, all wearing nothing but olive-drab shorts and boots, their bodies glistening with sweat and grease. The mechanics’ lot, I thought, was not one to envy; they probably worked harder than anyone, without the benefit of glory, such as it was, or even recognition from anyone except the men whose machines they faithfully maintained.


  Ahead, I saw the Quonset hut, which, according to Rook, contained his office, the pilots’ ready room, a darkroom for developing gun camera films, and the communications center. Next to it, the field control tower, which had been constructed out of teak logs and planks, rose a dozen feet or so above the hut’s roof. And just beyond the tower, at the edge of a sand dune that crept up to the tree line, the stars and stripes fluttered lazily atop a 30-foot wooden pole that leaned seaward, as if to ensure that any approaching visitors — whether friendly or unfriendly — couldn’t miss seeing it.


  “There’s a wooden outbuilding behind the hut you can use for your office,” Rook said as the jeep groaned to a stop next to the Quonset hut. The generator’s over there, so it might get a bit noisy, but I’ve got you a couple of fans so you can at least keep cool. And those fans help keep the bugs away. Some of the mosquitoes here are so big you need a Bofors to get rid of them.”


  I shook my head in distaste. Insects and I had never coexisted amicably at the best of times. Looking past the hut, I saw that the jeep track disappeared into the shadows of the nearby mountainside. Anticipating my question, Rook said, “Fuel depot. There’s a large cavern back there. That’s where we keep most of the avgas.”


  “Good natural protection,” I said. “I’d heard there were caves here.”


  Rook’s face shadowed. “I don’t much care for the place, myself. I’m a tad claustrophobic.”


  “I didn’t think there were any claustrophobic Marines.”


  He gave me a wan smile, then pointed toward the black, ominous-looking southeastern sky. “Don’t much like thunderstorms, either. But they come in almost every day, late. Clear morning, cloudy midday, rainy afternoon. These are violent storms. You don’t want to be flying when they hit.”


  “Good to know.”


  “Well, come on inside, and I’ll show you my place.” He clapped the driver on the shoulder. “Get the other jeeps down to the flight line, Pete, so the pilots can ride back.”


  “Yes, sir,” Gruber said, giving me a parting nod before shoving the jeep into gear and driving away, the engine wheezing like a grampus.


  “We have five jeeps. They’ll be at your disposal for getting back and forth to your planes. Cramped rides, but better than hoofing it.” He jerked open the Quonset hut door and motioned for me to follow him in.


  The odor of stale cigarette smoke assailed my nostrils, but the interior was ten degrees cooler than the tropical furnace outside. The larger part of the hut was filled with several rows of uncomfortable-looking, metal folding chairs that faced an ancient wooden lectern and a well-used chalkboard. At the moment, only dim daylight filtered through four small, rectangular windows high in the arched walls. I made a mental note to bring a cushion with me any time I needed to spend more than a few minutes here.


  Rook pointed to a door bearing the stenciled label “Communications.” “In there’s the radioteletype for secure communications with ComAirSols. And our radar monitor.”


  “Where’s your antenna set up?”


  “A couple of hundred yards east, on an outcropping off the ridge. Gives us good coverage of the area.”


  “What’s your range?”


  “Thirty miles max.”


  “Not much warning time.”


  He shrugged. “Nope. But it’s the best we can swing. We’d need a more powerful station to do any better. And out here, chances are we’ll never see anything on it other than y’all.”


  It was true that the Japanese were not likely to devote any resources to attacking our outpost. From their point of view, we were too remote and strategically insignificant to risk an offensive — assuming they even learned of our presence here. Conversely, our mission was to take the fight to the enemy, and by operating in conjunction with the forces already based in the Solomons and aboard our carriers, VF-39 would pose a more serious threat to the Japanese than they could realize. Still, having learned early on to expect the worst, I wouldn’t count on Conquest remaining beyond the enemy’s scrutiny for long.


  “Here’s home,” Rook said, ushering me through another door that led to his cluttered, cramped office. It had one window, open but screened, with a small rotating fan in front of it that stirred the humid air just enough to cool the sweat on the back of my neck. An oversized wooden desk had been either manhandled or assembled in here and shoved at an angle into one corner so that it faced the door. Stepping behind it, Rook opened a drawer and withdrew a bottle of scotch and two tumblers. “Want a belt?”


  “I’d love a belt.”


  “I hoarded away a few cases when we came here,” he said, opening the bottle and pouring the two tumblers impolitely full. “Just in case of emergency, you understand. Good drink isn’t easy to come by out here.”


  I wasn’t sure I should mention the beer we had brought with us. Thirsty Marines had a tendency to take what they wanted with the same zeal with which they engaged the enemy. The odds would not favor a bunch of Navy pilots if Rooker’s men took it to heart to confiscate our property. Anyway, news of the goods would get around as soon as the first pilot produced a church key to pop a can, so I said nothing and accepted the glass that Rook handed to me. The welcome burn of scotch on my tongue took my mind off the external heat almost at once.


  “Hope you don’t mind it straight up. Ice here is as rare as a blond bombshell.”


  “Doesn’t matter. Thanks.”


  He nodded, then waved for me to follow him again. “Your office is over here. It’s about the same size as mine, but you get hardwood floors.” He led the way through the rear door and out to a wooden shack adjoining the hut. It was small, all right, but the structure looked solid, with a thick post frame and a dense, thatched roof. A pair of coconut palms leaned protectively over it, fronds waving like fans wielded by lethargic court slaves. Beyond the hut, the rain forest towered like a monstrous keep, its depths black and impenetrable and full of chattering, screeching sound. I again found myself unnerved by the prospect of occupying quarters so close to potentially hostile wildlife.


  “You get used to it,” Rook said, his tone not altogether convincing. “But you don’t want to go walking in the jungle alone. The critters tend to leave us be if we don’t bother them. I don’t recommend going out looking to make their acquaintance.”


  “Not a problem,” I said, gazing warily into those deep shadows and at the steep, boulder-strewn ridge rising above us. Beyond the crest of the ridge, the mountaintop loomed like a brooding goliath. Its dark mass looked more oppressive than it had from the air — even menacing, as if it were aware of our presence and disapproved of it. Happy to escape its baleful glare, I followed Rook into the little wooden building, finding it almost pleasantly cool inside. Two small rotating fans kept the air circulating, and I noted with both satisfaction and some trepidation that the open windows had been barricaded with mosquito netting.


  “You’ll want to keep your door closed all the time, or you’ll be spending more time shooting down bugs than Japanese.”


  I chuckled, looking around at the pristine desk (much smaller than Rook’s), shelves, and file cabinets that awaited the arrival of my effects. In no time at all, I thought, I could have this place as cluttered as Rook’s, although I dreaded paperwork worse than yellow fever. As a rule, I put it off until well past the last minute — or, whenever possible, passed it off to Comeaux. However, to my surprise, I found I had been provided with an old but apparently functional Brother typewriter — a commodity many a squadron CO would kill for, since it dramatically eased the burden of composing reports and correspondence. Rook chuckled at my reaction.


  “I wrangled a couple of these when we shipped out. General Moore owed me a favor. One day I’ll remember what for.”


  I nodded in amusement. General Moore would have no idea where his typewriters had gone or who had absconded with them. Satisfied that my new space for doing business appeared adequate, I downed the last of my drink and accompanied Rook back outside.


  “My ACIO and I will be going over our mission orders tonight,” I said. “We’ll be going up before dawn. I trust our planes will be gassed up and ready.”


  “I’d wager half of them are combat-ready as we speak. And the rest will be well before lights-out.”


  “Show-off.”


  “So, how did you come by the name Blue Devils? You’re not from Duke.”


  “One of our guys, Lefty Hazelhurst. He’s the one we just had to replace — appendicitis, you know. Anyway, he’s a naturalized Brit, and back in training he used to call us a bunch of ‘bloody blue devils.’ So the name stuck. And we have Lieutenant Rodriguez to thank for our nose art. He’s an almost-reformed graffiti artist.”


  Rooker’s lips tightened in a thin smile. “Well,” he said, pointing to a long row of dull olive-colored tents just beyond the control tower, “those are your men’s quarters. Three to a tent. You can bunk with them, or I can have a cot put in your office, if you prefer.”


  “No, I’ll bunk with my XO and gunnery officer. We shared quarters on the Lexington, so we’re used to each other.”


  Rook nodded. “Suit yourself. By the way — the tents are on wooden platforms. But now and again, critters you won’t like get up through the floor. Some of the guys put the legs of their cots in bowls of water to keep the bugs from climbing up to pay them a visit. It’s something to think about.”


  “I’ll say,” I said with a little shudder. The idea of sharing a bed with crawlies disturbed me far more than dogfighting an enemy ace. Making a mental note to procure four containers of adequate shape and volume to make moats around the legs of my bed, I glanced at my watch to find that it was past 1730 hours. “So, is there a decent restaurant on this island? Most of us haven’t eaten anything since this morning.”


  “Yeah, we’re running a bit late on chow since your arrival was delayed. Should be ready in a half-hour or so. I gotta warn you, it won’t be what you carrier guys are used to. Most of our grub’s Navy surplus. But some of the more enterprising fellows gather fresh coconuts and papayas for variety. And we had some local saltwater croc a few nights ago. Clarence — he’s our cook — knows a few tricks. It was right good, I gotta say.”


  “There are crocodiles here?”


  Rook pointed to the northeast, beyond the Quonset hut. “There’s some marshland back over that way. Good many crocs in there. Big ones. That’s an area to avoid unless you’re specifically going hunting. And nobody goes there without at least one buddy. That’s a standing order.”


  “No argument on that count.”


  “There’s also some jungle fowl that makes for fine eating if you can find it. Gallus gallus is reasonably tasty.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Wild chicken.”


  “Okay.”


  “You have to prepare your own, though. Clarence doesn’t do special orders unless it’s enough to feed everyone.”


  “Sound policy.”


  A new, gravelly voice said, “He thinks so.”


  I turned to see a stocky, muscular man with a long scar down the left side of his face grinning at me around a stubby cigar. He wore sweat-stained combat fatigues with major’s clusters on the collars. Rooker said, “Lieutenant Commander McLachlan, meet Major Bernard Pearce, my XO. Mr. Pearce, Mr. McLachlan.”


  “Call me Bernie. Welcome, sir.” He extended his hand and clasped mine in an iron grip. I tried not to grimace.


  “Thanks.”


  I heard a rough rumbling sound and saw a couple of jeeps loaded with Blue Devils jolting up the road from the direction of the field. Ted “Tank” Wickliffe and Danny-Boy Grogan, riding in the first jeep, each had a case of beer slung beneath one arm. So much for keeping the advertising to a minimum.


  “Those gentlemen will be popular tonight,” Pearce said. “You got any more of that?”


  “A bit,” I said with judicious terseness. “Something tells me it’s not likely to last very long.”


  Rooker smiled. “Well, apart from my scotch, we have a small supply of liquor — but only enough for special occasions. Now, speaking of which, here’s what we propose — in the name of goodwill to our buddies in the Navy. Any pilot that shoots down a Jap gets a bottle. He can keep it or share it, that’s strictly up to him. Any man who makes ace gets two bottles.”


  “I like it.”


  “On the other hand, any man that cracks up a plane and lives to tell about it owes his plane captain half a case of your beer. It’s only fair.”


  “It’s a deal.”


  The rest of the jeeps came bouncing up the track with engines that sounded like drumsticks on metal. The pilots dismounted, and a moment later, Comeaux strode into view, still holding his bosun’s whistle. Blowing a shrill blast, he herded the men into a pair of semi-neat rows in front of the Quonset hut, each pilot dumping whatever he was carrying at his feet and standing at something resembling attention. I saw Arsenault drifting lazily up from the rear, puffing on a cigarette and looking, as always, dapper and authoritative, even in his rumpled flight suit. He settled himself at the far end of the first row and cocked his head with his eyes half-closed and a blissful little smile on his lips, giving the impression he anticipated nothing less than a revelation from the almighty Himself.


  While no superior had ever accused me of being lax, I had never been a stickler for strict military discipline, especially in a frontline environment. But I did expect that, whenever I spoke, all ears would be attentive and that any order I gave would be followed to the letter. Almost to a man, the Blue Devils tended to be aggressive, impetuous, and sometimes outspoken; but to their credit, each of them always exhibited the courtesy and respect due a commanding officer. As I stepped in front of them and looked over their ranks, all mouths closed and eyes turned either straight ahead or toward me.


  “Gentlemen, welcome to Conquest Island. This is our home for the next few months, so let’s do everything we can to impress upon our friends the Marines that Navy pilots are indeed the superior form of primate.” Behind me, Rook and Pearce snickered in unison. “Now, as you can see, we will be not be living in the lap of luxury. There will be three men per tent. You’re free to choose your own tentmates. We’ll address any questions you have regarding living arrangements later.


  “As you’re all aware, we’re here to fly combat missions. And we start tomorrow morning. Briefing will be at 0600. Lieutenant Trimble and I will draw up the roster tonight. I want everyone to get a good night’s sleep, so we’re going to square away our gear and hit the sack early. I know everybody’s probably hungry. Chow is coming up in a few minutes. I’m told it’s not gourmet cooking.” A couple of exaggerated groans came from the ranks. “Now, the gentleman behind me is Lieutenant Colonel Rooker, USMC. He’s the CO of our ground support unit. I’ve been assured we have the best mechanics in the Pacific looking after our planes. A lot of them, including Colonel Rooker himself, served at Guadalcanal during the dark days.”


  That was all I needed to make sure every ear was tuned in. An air of solemnity as thick as smoke settled over the men.


  “Fellows, the one thing I’ve stressed to you over the past few months is teamwork. Each of you has the responsibility not only for getting your job done but for watching over your wingmates. I’d like to tell you that every one of us is going to become an ace and go home safe and sound after it’s all over. You know I can’t do that. What I can tell you is that we’ve got the best training and the best machines possible for the job. I know I can count of each of you to give your utmost. I expect no less, and I know you all expect the same from each other.


  “Now, I’m going to let Colonel Rooker say a few words and then we’ll go claim our tents.”


  I stepped aside and Rook took my place, giving the men a long, thoughtful stare. “On behalf of VMF-264, I’ll say welcome to you,” he said, his voice barely loud enough for all to hear. “Most of you probably haven’t lived under these conditions before. I’ve been here for about a month, and as Commander McLachlan said, I’ve had experience in these islands for some time, as have most of my men. We’ll be ready to give you any and all assistance to get your job done. Rest assured your planes are going have the best care they can get this side of the States. If you have questions about procedures or conditions here, please remember the chain of command, but by all means ask. There are hazards to be aware of quite apart from the threat of Nips. We’ll cover some of these in detail before lights out tonight.


  “As for your accommodations, what you see is what you get. The nearest row of tents is for you pilots. The ones farther down, well, that’s Marine City. Go there at your own risk. Now. Notice there’s mosquito netting over everything. That’s for good reason. You’ll start taking atabrine immediately in case you get malaria. It’s going to be hot here, all the time, day and night. You’ll be glad to know there’s a waterfall right on the edge of the camp where you can get a freshwater shower. But don’t go wandering beyond the watering hole. There’s dangerous critters in the jungle, and we don’t like to antagonize them needlessly.


  “For field defense, we have radar and .20- and 37-millimeter ack-acks around the perimeter. We don’t anticipate air raids, but you’d be wise to dig yourself a foxhole close to your tent. I’m going to be mighty sore at any man who gets himself killed without good reason.


  “Well, that’s the gist of it. I’ll give you back your CO. Chow’s in fifteen minutes.”


  I nodded my thanks to Rook and then said, “Any questions, gentlemen? No? All right then. Get your asses in gear and claim your quarters. Be back here in fifteen or you miss vittles. Dismissed.”


  Just as the men began to disperse, a brilliant flash of electric light splashed across the sky, followed by a sharp crack that deepened to a rolling boom: a heavy, thudding vibration that crawled like a horde of ants through my Brogan boots and up my shins. A distant patter of water on leaves began like the percussion of a Tommy Dorsey opus, and seconds later, raindrops the size of quarters began to pummel the encampment with the intensity of mortar fire. The water was cold and, apart from the ferocious impact, felt like a welcome gift from the heavens. Looking up, I could see the remaining daylight disappearing behind huge, billowing clouds the color of India ink, the bases of which were low enough to smother the summit of the mountain. Somehow, I took the cloudburst as a less-than-inspiring omen, as if it were a prelude to a much bigger, more furious assault that could have devastating consequences.


  A silly notion, I thought as I started toward the jeeps that were even now arriving with our materièl from the transport gooney, and I dismissed the unseemly feeling as a product of anxiety. But a second later, a sudden tug on my sleeve startled me so that I spun around with fists balled and ready to swing.


  To my surprise, I saw the diminutive, towheaded Ensign Elmer Kinney standing before me with a look of surprise on his round, chalk-hued face. I dropped my hands and gave the young man an apologetic shrug. “What is it, Ensign?”


  “I’m sorry, sir,” he said in his reedlike voice. “You must not have heard me. I spoke to you twice.”


  “No, I didn’t. I’m sorry.”


  “I didn’t mean to startle you, sir.”


  “Never mind about that. What is it?”


  “I wanted to know if everyone has to bunk three men to a tent.”


  “That’s the situation,” I replied. “Space is at a premium here.”


  He looked crestfallen, but nodded. “I see. I figured, but I just wanted to ask.”


  “You have a problem with that, Mr. Kinney?”


  “No, sir, not a problem. Most of the guys, well, I think they’d probably rather share tents with their regular buddies.”


  “Look, Kinney, I know you’re new here, but you’re going to have to depend on these men and they have to depend on you. It can’t hurt you to bunk with a couple of them.”


  “I’ll make do, sir.”


  “Tell you what. Go find Lieutenant Collins and tell him I said you’re bunking with him.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Kinney started to walk off, still looking not at all happy. I called after him, “Mr. Kinney.”


  “Sir?”


  “For God’s sake, stop calling me ‘sir.’ ‘Skipper’ will do just fine.”


  “Yes, sir — umm....”


  And that was that. The young man went off to claim his bed. A few moments later, I saw Comeaux heading my way, offering me a broad if somewhat forced grin. “Athos, you look edgy,” he said.


  “Ah, Porthos. This is an unusual place to call home.”


  His grin faded and his eyes took on an uncustomary grimness. “Not a hot spot for tourists, is it?”


  “Nope.”


  “That boy is an odd one,” he said, pointing after the small, retreating figure. “Is he gonna be all right?”


  “I hope so. He’s got a lot of hours in the Cat, and he handled the formations fine. I reckon he’ll do okay.”


  “You don’t sound optimistic.”


  “Are you?”


  Comeaux chuckled. “I’m the picture of optimism.”


  “That’s because you’re a moron.”


  “I can live with that.”


  I smiled in spite of myself, and for a few long, silent moments, we peered at the mountain as a bank of purple clouds rolled across its face. A violent gust of wind swept over the mountainside, setting the treetops into rhythmic, undulating motion. But by the time the current’s leading edge reached us, the forest had broken it up, and the breeze brushed across our faces almost beyond our notice. A heavy raindrop slapped my cheek like a belligerent palm.


  “It’s almost like it’s alive,” Comeaux said, echoing my earlier sentiment, his eyes riveted on the mountainside. Then he glanced at me. “This island is uninhabited, isn’t it?”


  “So they say. But I’ll tell you something. The hills around the airfield at Espiritu Santo are full of headhunters,” I said, referring to our main supply base for the southeastern Pacific. “Did you know that?”


  “No, I didn’t.”


  “It’s true. So far, I don’t think anyone’s ended up in a stew, but it gives one pause.”


  “Thanks for that cheery thought.”


  “I might have more.”


  “I’m sure you do.”


  We started walking toward the jeeps, finally beginning to feel battered by the downpour. Several Marines were unloading duffel bags and crates from the jeeps, and I didn’t relish the idea of having to search for mine among the lot; but then I saw a figure shambling our way under the weight of three heavy canvas bags.


  “You heathens need to learn to travel light,” Arsenault said as he dropped two of the bags at our feet. He straightened and turned a haughty nose to the sky. “Now, take up your burdens and follow me. While you two were lounging about, I have claimed us a tent.”


  “Do you suppose there is anyone to whom Aramis doesn’t consider himself morally superior?” Comeaux asked. “I bet he could find fault with the Pope.”


  “The Pope is God’s sacred emissary,” Arsenault said, his face solemn. “However, his barber does him little credit.”


  Suitably humbled, Comeaux and I fell in behind Arsenault, who led us through the trees to one of the tents nearest the Quonset hut.


  “Looks like Tobacco Road,” Comeaux said, nonplused.


  “Well, we have number one,” Arsenault replied.


  Our bags were only marginally waterproof, so I expected that most of my clothes would be damp, if not waterlogged. Just as Arsenault pulled back the flap of our tent for us to enter, the rain stopped as suddenly as it had begun and, above, the sun appeared amid the dark clouds and fought its way through the canopy. Somewhere nearby, a loud, shrill screech ripped through the jungle like a mortar shell, which I assumed came from some variety of local fowl voicing its jubilation over the clearing of the weather.


  I half expected to find the inside of the tent damp and steamy, but much to my relief, it was dry and no warmer than the air outside. Three narrow cots awaited us, one on each side of the tent, each with a sheet, blanket, and bundle of mosquito netting folded at one end. A wooden crate turned on one end in the center of the floor made for a usable table, and a single lantern hung from a canvas loop above it. In one corner, there was a chipboard armoire where we could hang our clothing. Like all military quarters, no matter the form they took, the tent smelled of mothballs. As Rook had indicated, the floor was planked and raised several inches above the ground to keep the tent from flooding in the event of heavy rain. However, this made for the strong probability of undesirables taking up residence beneath the floor, so I made a mental note to do some serious stomping whenever I came in to scare away potential squatters.


  Fortunately, my clothes were only slightly soaked. The tent was small and cramped, but not much worse than the quarters we had shared aboard the Tarrytown. My tentmates were old familiars, and so far, none of us had ever attempted homicide. Besides, I thought, if one or both of them became unbearable, I would take Rook’s suggestion and move my bunk to my office next to the Quonset hut. And then stick them with Ensign Kinney.


  We unpacked in silence, for as our nervous energy from the flight abated, our minds turned to the profound gravity of the duty we were expected to carry out over the next few months. We were out here to kill or be killed. Straight following chow, Comeaux and I would be meeting with Lieutenant Chuck Trimble — my Air Combat Intelligence Officer — to finalize the mission plan for the following day. Most of the men who would be taking off in their Hellcats tomorrow had never faced an enemy in combat and were even now likely to be contemplating their own mortality. Even those of us who were already blooded could scarcely go up without wondering if this were to be the mission from which we would never return.


  By far the heaviest weight upon me was the knowledge that, if we were successful in our efforts to engage the enemy, a certain number of us would never see our loved ones again and would probably meet our maker only after experiencing the most hideous suffering any human being could imagine.


  Chapter 2


  Saturday, October 30, 1943


  0600 hours


  The Solomons can best be described as parallel chains of islands running roughly northwest/southeast, approximately 1,000 miles from end to end, extending from New Ireland in the north almost to the New Hebrides in the south. The major islands in the southwestern chain include Bougainville (the largest of the group), Vella Lavella, Kolombangara, New Georgia, the Russells, Guadalcanal, and Rennell; the northeastern chain includes Choiseul, Santa Isabel, Tulagi, Malaita, and San Cristobal. The channel between the chains was known as “The Slot,” and, undaunted by strong Allied resistance, the Japanese still moved extensively up and down this passage by sea and air.


  For combat patrols, U.S. Naval air squadrons were typically divided into several flights of eight planes each, further broken down into two four-plane divisions; each division, in turn, consisted of two two-plane sections: leader and wingman. Each wingman in each section was responsible for covering his leader’s tail at all times.


  Two flights, or 16 men and planes, were scheduled to fly our first mission, but I had ordered all 24 pilots to report to the first briefing. To a man, they arrived early at the ready room, each eager to learn if he would be included in our first combat air patrol. As I watched them file in and scan the roster I had transcribed on the chalkboard, I could see the excitement and thinly disguised fear in the faces of those who would be going, and the disappointment and relief of those who
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