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      Private First Class Clemens had never experienced heat like this. Coming from a small Northern California town near the coast, where the temperatures rarely rose above 70 degrees, did not prepare him for the sweltering heat in the South Pacific.

      The journey from stateside across the ocean helped acclimate him. They spent most of their time on the ship’s deck, where the ocean breeze kept him somewhat comfortable. But being stuck in the hold of a tracked LVT churning its way toward an enemy beach, with the sun heating the metal to scalding temperatures, was something altogether different.

      Sweat dripped off him in rivulets. It felt like a river ran between his butt cheeks. He could hardly grip his M-1 Garand. He didn’t know how much sweat his body could produce, but he must be running low.

      He breathed with his mouth open like a dog, hoping to expel some of the heat through his panting. It worked for dogs; perhaps it would work for him. He shook his head and wondered if the heat could make a person lose his mind.

      The churning engine grumbled behind him, and the hold of the LVT reeked of gasoline and oil mixed with the putrid body odor of men crammed into a sweltering hot space. He’d never felt this miserable in his entire existence. Never this confined. Hours of training off the coast of California simply could not prepare him.

      The sky overhead was filled with bombers and fighters carrying heavy bombs and canisters of napalm beneath their glistening wings. He doubted those prima donna pilots had ever felt this miserable in their bright, open cockpits. Hell, they probably had air conditioning.

      Besides the aircraft, he caught flashes of heavy rounds fired from countless ships—destroyers and cruisers mostly—shrieking overhead. The Navy seemed to have a personal vendetta against the island itself. They wanted to sink it. He pictured the island sinking out of sight, leaving behind a cartoon-like dollop of water. He thought about reaching for his sketchbook, but it might get wet. Need to remember that one.

      A nearby explosion brought him back to the here and now. Water spouted overhead, then rained down on them. It felt good, even though it meant the enemy was finding the range. Tension rose in the ranks. Soldiers looked back and forth, seeking relief in the eyes of the men beside them.

      Clemens wanted to claw his way to the side and crawl out and over. With full gear, he’d sink to the bottom, but at least it would be peaceful. Could he ditch his gear without anyone noticing? No, he was well and truly trapped. His breaths quickened. He felt himself losing control.

      A strong hand slammed down upon his shoulder and gripped tightly, startling him. Clemens turned, and Sergeant Burke glowered at him. His helmet pulled low over his dark eyes made him appear even more menacing than normal. Water ran off the rim of his helmet and wetted the stogie he always had crammed in the side of his mouth. Even out here, the crazy bastard chomped away at it.

      Burke said, “Easy does it, private. Don’t shit your pants.”

      Clemens winced at his hard grip. He must be able to bend metal with his massive hands. Burke’s presence calmed him, even though he hated and feared the cretin.

      He looked Sergeant Burke in the eye and gave a quick nod, then turned back to stare at the man in front of him. The grip on his shoulder lessened, and Burke gave him one final hard slap.

      Clemens suddenly had an irresistible urge to urinate. How could he have anything in his bladder after sweating so much? His dungarees were so wet from sweat that if he pissed himself, no one would notice. Is that what I smell? He looked down at his crotch to make sure it wasn’t him. But no, it wasn’t him.

      The LVT undulated in the gentle swell as it churned toward the unseen beach. Soon, a retching sound from somewhere in the back filled the space. The splat of liquid hitting the deck was followed an instant later by the smell of vomit sweeping over him. A chain reaction added to the stench.

      He vowed to himself that if he survived, he’d never board one of these death traps again. He’d desert first—but, of course, that was pure fantasy. He and his fellow soldiers belonged to the U.S. Army, and they kept tight tabs on them.

      He focused on the gunner standing on the metal slab, sweeping the .50 caliber machine gun side to side but not firing. The metal guard protecting the gunner looked flimsy. Sweat and seawater made his uniform look black. He wished a sea breeze would kick up to help cool him—or perhaps another near miss.

      The gas and oil fumes increased, and he wondered how long it took for carbon dioxide poisoning to happen. Would he know about it, or would he simply pass out and die?

      He counted—anything to take his mind off his misery. He made it to two hundred sixty-seven when another explosion splashed nearby. It sounded hollow through the space. If a nearby shell burst was close enough, would it topple the boat? Would he burn? Maybe then he’d throw himself over the side. Better to drown than burn. What if they sank? Would they ever find his body?

      His father worked in the fishing industry off the California coast, and he sometimes helped him. After a hard day of work, the deckhands would gather in the galley and talk of men lost at sea. Morbid stories of hard men simply disappearing. Nobody knew their whereabouts—forever. Those men were honored—revered even. Legends. But out here, he doubted his demise, along with the twenty others with him, would amount to much more than a note in a history book somewhere.

      The thought didn’t help him, but it took his mind off the explosions, which came more frequently and splashed closer. He was about to resume his counting when the machine gunner finally opened fire.

      He fired long bursts and moved the barrel side to side. What did he see? Was he ordered to open fire, or did he see Japanese soldiers on the beach? Are the fearsome little bastards firing from dugouts, bunkers, and foxholes? The place had been plastered with heavy naval guns, and the carrier-based fighters had strafed and dropped countless thousands of pounds of explosives on them for days now. Did the Japanese survive?

      He hoped every last one of them had died under the napalm and bombs, but he’d heard the stories. The Japanese always fought to the death. Even if every soldier on that beach was wounded, they would still fight, and Americans would still die. They never surrendered.

      Stories varied; some GIs claimed the Japanese were too cross-eyed to shoot straight, while others claimed they were bulletproof, but everyone agreed—no surrender.

      Lieutenant Hopper’s voice bellowed from the rear. “Two minutes, boys. Two minutes. Remember your assignments.”

      Sergeant Burke still stood directly behind him. He barked, “You heard him. Two minutes. When that gate goes down, you bust your ass out of here. Get up that beach. Spread out. Don’t give the Nips an easy target.”

      Clemens cringed at Burke’s booming voice. He should be used to it by now. During training, Burke had often singled him out for abuse. He’d stood silently as the sadistic son of a bitch showered him with spittle and raged at him for what seemed like hours. He had no idea why. The other soldiers surmised that he was the first recruit he'd came across, and was incapable of change.

      Clemens had chuckled and agreed, but he didn’t think of Sergeant Burke as a meathead—just a hard man who had grown up on the wrong side of the tracks in Pittsburgh. He’d even seen him reading from time to time—and not comic books.

      Clemens’ family wasn’t affluent by any definition. But to Burke, the fact that he came from California made him a prima donna. Even though Clemens’s dark hair and brown eyes didn’t match the surfer persona California ideal, Burke constantly harassed him. Clemens’s penchant for drawing sketches didn’t help his image.

      The machine gun fire continued, and spent casings fell through the cupola and scattered on the floor. He was burning through ammunition at an alarming rate. He suddenly stopped firing and ducked down, his hands still on the handles of the machine gun.

      Clemens heard tinkling on the outside of the tracked vehicle. The Japanese were returning fire. Clemens hunkered lower. His hatred for the stench-filled heat-coffin vanished. He wanted nothing more than to stay there forever. He wanted to curl up on the floor, but they were packed too tight for that.

      They must be close to the beachhead. The enemy rounds pinged loudly. He could hardly hear himself breathe. The machine gunner glanced back, and their eyes met momentarily. His must be equally as wide. He wanted to sketch his fear-filled face.

      The gunner rose back up, and the .50 caliber machine gun returned fire. For a moment, Clemens couldn’t hear the clanging on the metal, only the sound of the gunner. Perhaps he’d gotten the upper hand.

      Clemens kept his eyes glued to his back, silently cheering for him. The gunner suddenly lurched then slumped back into the cupola. Clemens thought he was simply taking cover again, but he fell into the hold, blood streaming down his face. A thick stream pulsated from his neck with each heartbeat. Everyone stared at the convulsing body until the pulsing blood’s power finally ran out. The floor ran thick with blood.

      Burke broke the spell. “Get up there, Murphy. Get on that goddamn gun.”

      Private Jack Murphy, standing directly in front of Clemens, spun and stared at Burke, fear and hatred mixing. His skin turned a grayish pale. Murphy didn’t move. The incoming fire slackened.

      Burke’s voice filled the void, reverberating off the metal sides. “You yellow-bellied cocksucker! You man that gun right now, Murphy, or I will put my boot straight up your ass and out your goddamn mouth.”

      Murphy feared Sergeant Burke more than the Japanese. They all did. He pulled the body away and used it to step onto the platform. He gave one final disgusted look back at Burke. He cursed at him, but the curse was lost to the sound of a near miss from a mortar round. Water streamed down the cupola hole. It was pink with the gunner's blood.

      Murphy stood and, after a few moments, fired the machine gun. Clemens' heart sank when he realized he was next in line.

      “Don’t get hit, Murph, don’t get hit,” he chanted to himself. How much longer could two minutes last?

      Almost as if in answer, Lieutenant Hopper yelled out, “Fifteen seconds!”

      Clemens closed his eyes and gulped against his dry throat. He nearly gagged. He ached for a gulp of water, but he didn’t have time. If he were going to die, he’d die thirsty.

      The transport lurched suddenly as the treads found the bottom. The briefers had told them that the beachhead was mostly sand, but they’d also likely hit reef, and judging by the sound, Clemens thought they must have hit reef.

      The transport slowed markedly, and it lurched from side to side as the tracks dug into the uneven ground. Supposedly, the thing was faster out of the water, but that was on nice flat ground.

      Another near miss from a mortar shell sprinkled them with shrapnel and water. Murphy ducked down below the cupola, cursing. But he was up again a moment later, firing like a madman. He had forgotten all about short, controlled bursts. He burned through ammo. The barrel can’t last much longer.

      A moment later, the gun stopped abruptly. Murphy dropped down and yelled, “The gun’s jammed! I can’t clear the breech!”

      Sergeant Burke would be livid. But before he could chew Murphy out, the LVT lurched to a sudden halt, and the front hatch dropped open. Clemens stared straight into the sun and was immediately blinded. He held up a hand and stumbled forward.

      Burke pushed hard on his back. “Get the fuck outta here, Clemens. Go, go, go!”

      He could hardly see through the spots, but he ran straight ahead, hoping to keep his feet. The first few steps went well; then he hit the slope of the ramp, pitched forward, and tumbled onto wet sand.

      He gasped for breath, having knocked the wind out of himself. He recognized the feeling from having two older brothers. It would pass, but until it did, he was defenseless.

      Sergeant Burke grabbed the back of his shirt, lifted him as though he weighed nothing, and dragged him.

      “Are you hit?” he asked, but Clemens couldn’t talk, let alone breathe. Burke carried him a few more feet, then threw him onto his face. He waved the rest of the men forward. “Come on. Let’s go. Sock it to ‘em.” Burke seemed almost jubilant. If anyone was made for this, it was Sergeant Burke.

      Clemens’ breath finally returned. He lunged to his feet and lurched forward unsteadily, feeling like a toddler taking its first clunky steps. He caught himself before falling again. The snap of bullets passing close kept his head down. It reminded him of live-fire training, but this felt much different—much closer and much more deadly. Fear rose in him like a specter.

      This moment was what he and his buddies had talked about endlessly in the barracks after long days of training. What would happen when the bullets started flying? How would they react? Would they fight or curl into a ball and whimper for their mothers? None of them knew for sure—even the ones who boasted immortality couldn’t know until it actually happened.

      That time had finally come, and Clemens didn’t curl into a ball. He wanted to, but he kept plodding along straight at the danger. He felt detached from his body, as though it were doing the bidding of someone else. His brain told him to get down—to get out of danger—but his body remembered the training.

      It was a surreal feeling, one that quickly left him when his lungs and seemingly every muscle in his body won the battle for his brain’s attention. They screamed in agony. He couldn’t get enough air. He feared he might pass out like he had three months earlier on the first full ruck march.

      He hoped to tap into some extra, unknown power when faced with combat, but it didn’t happen. No superhuman strength came—just fatigue. With each step, he felt more tired. His heart felt as though it would beat straight out of his mouth, and his lungs burned like fire along with his legs. Even his arms hurt from carrying the M1, which he had trained with for months. It angered him, and that helped a little.

      He noticed a GI sprawled and bleeding in front of him, lying face down, large splotches of blood turning his green dungarees black. They glistened as though he’d been dipped in cherry sauce.

      He thought about stopping to render aid, but Sergeant Burke yelled, “Go! Go! Get to cover!”

      Bullets snapped and whizzed past him, some sending mini geysers of sand into his face. He spat and ran as hard as his legs would allow. He felt slow—an easy target. Surely a bullet would sear through his soft body any moment now.

      Other GIs sprawled on the ground, writhing and screaming, while others still ran as though on autopilot. He wasn’t alone, but he was one of the front men. How is that possible? Everybody knew the guy in front got hit first, but he kept going.

      He still hadn’t seen the enemy, but despite his clouded eyes, he saw the winking flashes marking their positions in the jungle. He finally spotted the cover Sergeant Burke had in mind—a small rise in the sand that would protect them from the fire from the jungle.

      He focused on it and churned toward it. He leaped and slid into the sandy cover, face first. He landed painfully on his rifle and quickly pulled it from beneath his heaving chest. He’d forgotten he even held it. He hadn’t fired a single round.

      Burke slammed down beside him a moment later, his eyes alight with excitement. The crazy son of a bitch actually likes this shit.

      He barked orders and waved men forward. He pulled himself to his knees, bringing his Thompson submachine gun to his shoulder. He fired short, controlled bursts, then dropped back down, his stogie still firmly in place at the side of his mouth.

      Clemens stayed down. The .45 caliber spent cartridges spewed from the Thompson’s ejector onto Clemens’s back. A few found their way to his exposed skin above his belt and burned. He cursed and slapped at them, then rolled away from the crazed sergeant.

      More GIs slammed into the embankment, filling it quickly. Men with no more room leaped onto fellow GIs, but no one complained. They burrowed into the cover.

      Clemens looked back at the beach they had crossed. It was filled with GIs, both living and dead. Mortar rounds exploded, sending geysers of sand, metal, and coral straight up. He hadn’t noticed them during his mad dash, but they must have been there. The air overhead seemed alive, like an angry hive of killer bees. If he raised his hand, it would be shredded immediately. He stayed put.

      A loud boom followed almost immediately by a massive explosion from the shoreline. The transport that had brought them to the beach exploded. Metal bits mixed with human bits flew through the smoke-filled air. Chunks rained down on them. Planks of metal speared deeply into the beach, still on fire.

      Lieutenant Hopper yelled, “They’ve got a cannon up there. We gotta take it out. Sergeant Burke!”

      Burke scampered over him, jamming his knee into Clemens’s back, but he barely noticed. Burke rolled and low crawled to Lieutenant Hopper’s side.

      Clemens didn’t want to move from the embankment. He’d be happy to spend the rest of the war right there.

      Burke hustled back a minute later and said, “Alright, you lazy sons of bitches. We gotta take out that gun. Anyone see it?”

      No one offered any help, and Burke’s elation turned to rage. “Goddamn it, you pansy-ass motherfuckers. Get off your asses and return fire. We gotta take out that gun, or the rest of the company ain’t getting off the beach.”

      Clemens understood the argument but didn’t want any part of it. He hoped Burke would simply forget about him, but no such luck.

      Burke grabbed him by the collar. “Clemens, take Murphy and Chuck. You guys get your ass up there and find that gun. Baker, Collins, and Shepard, you go with ‘em. Watch their backs.”

      The world stopped for a moment as all eyes fell on him. Clemens yelled, “What about Pritchett? He’s the assistant squad leader.”

      Burke grabbed him by the shirt front and pulled him close, nose to nose. He growled, “Pritchett’s meat for the maggots back on the beach. You’re the ranking private. Now get your ass up there before I shoot it off myself.”

      Clemens blanched. Corporal Pritchett hadn’t made it? He didn’t know. Anger consumed him. He jabbed his finger into Burke’s burly chest. “Goddamn it, sergeant. I’ll do it. But take your fucking hands off me.”

      Burke just grinned and said, “Go get ‘em, Tiger.” Then he pushed him.

      Burke was built like a brick shithouse, but Clemens’ lanky muscles, grown strong through the endlessly hard work of pulling fishing nets full of fish onto the boat, would make a good match if it ever came to that…and no one in the platoon doubted it would someday. Burke’s short temper matched against Clemens’ patience and reach had spurred early betting. Of course, they had to survive first.

      Clemens looked at the others who stared back at him, their eyes like saucers. He saw fear but also resolve. Time to man up, he thought to himself. “Alright. You heard him. Stay left where we’ve got some cover and find that gun.”

      A roar from the jungle made him duck, and the heavy cannon round sliced overhead, seemingly only inches away. It slammed into another exposed transport, and it exploded. The thunderous clap rolled over them as bits
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