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      To my husband, Tom,

      A Vietnam War veteran and my very own forever hero.

      Thank you for your service.

      And for always loving and believing in me.
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      Pitch darkness enveloped me as I huddled in the wet, bug-infested Vietnamese jungle, absorbing the frog-like mating calls of Blue Eared Barbet Birds.

      Many American soldiers found their deep baritone croaks comforting and entertaining during their nightly sentry watches, but not me. For I knew that any sound in the jungle, or sudden lack thereof, posed a potential swift and horrible death.

      Each night nestled in my warm, moist, and cozy abode between Combat Engineer Alejandro Ortiz’s left big toe and second phalanx, I recited my mission’s objective - keep my symbiotic host safe at all costs.

      To Corporal Ortiz, I was a mere lump on the inner side of his left hallux, an inconvenience, and a source of occasional foot pain while out on long patrols. He had no inkling of the tremendous benefits I brought to his dangerous job as a Tunnel Rat in the United States 25th Infantry Division.

      Tunnel Rats, as they are informally called, are a special breed of soldier trained to infiltrate and sabotage the underground tunnels used for supply routes, weapons storage, and launching surprise attacks by Viet Cong guerillas.

      Besides all being volunteers, every Tunnel Rat I’d met exhibited certain crucial qualities — an even temperament, an inquisitive mind, and exceptional bravery. They also possessed a great deal of common sense to know what to touch and what not to.

      Their hazardous job was not for the faint of heart. The casualty rate was thirty-three percent, a high number even for the Vietnam War.

      Most of all, I enjoyed the Tunnel Rats’ gallows humor, exemplified by their tongue-in-cheek motto, the fake-Latin phrase Non Gratus Anus Rodentum which jokingly translates to  “Not Worth a Rat’s Ass.” I was proud to be a member of this valiant group.

      Let me take a moment to introduce myself. I am Left-foot-tenant Cornelius of the 1st Australian Royal Toe Brigade, Neil for short.

      Conceived and born in a top-secret research lab of the Australian Department of Defence, I was the crown jewel of a five-year, one-billion-dollar project to create super soldiers using undetectable, implantable sentient devices.

      I was the prototype for my kind, and the first having the privilege to fight in real-world combat for the Allied Forces. A role I undertook in profound earnest.

      My appearance is not unlike most other clavi. At my center, lies my glory — a tiny, titanium, needle-shaped seed filled with miraculous advanced technology surrounded by pseudo-skin, the color of salmon.

      Compared to my peers, I am a fine-looking specimen with off-the-chart aptitudes in vibration detection, pressure changes, and human telepathy. My use of echolocation and electromagnetic radiation to see objects is astounding. Some might even call me a corn among corns.

      Ortiz and I first met twelve months ago during Combat Engineering Training in October 1965, the same year American active combat units were introduced into the Vietnam War.

      We’d both volunteered for a combined United States and Australian operation against the Củ Chi tunnels in Bình Dương Province, South Vietnam, called Operation Crimp. This large-scale mission targeted a key Viet Cong headquarters concealed in an extensive underground complex twenty miles northwest of Saigon.

      My surreptitious deployment into Ortiz’s toe was ingenious. Upon his arrival to the military base, Ortiz was furnished with a new pair of jungle boots. But these were not ordinary army-issued footwear. Scientists had secretly embedded a spring-loaded mini trigger into the innersole of his left boot, aligned with his big toe.

      Cocooned within this tiny slingshot device, I jettisoned into his flesh as he inserted his foot in the modified boot. My implantation was quick and almost painless, except for the faintest prick which went unnoticed by Ortiz.

      Once injected, I grew a protective human skin-like covering to disguise my existence until I metamorphosed into the handsome corn I am today.

      Our fourteen-week arduous training covered a broad range of technical and combat skills, with a particular emphasis on tunnel discovery, search, and destroy. We both excelled in our simulation tests, graduating at the top of our class.

      During this time, the Corporal and I learned to hum together like a well-oiled machine. Whenever my finely tuned sensors detected an impending danger, my center seed swelled and quivered transmitting electrical impulses to Ortiz’s subconscious mind, directing him to avoid the harm. He never knew I was there, believing every thought and instinct originated from his brain only. The process worked like a charm.

      Over our many perilous missions together flushing out enemy combatants from their claustrophobic labyrinths of earthen underground complexes, I developed a strong fondness for Corporal Alejandro Ortiz.

      Like many Tunnel Rats, the Corporal was of Mexican-decent and under five feet six inches tall with a svelte physique that allowed him to maneuver through treacherous crawlspaces with great stealth. Although small in body, inside Ortiz’s chest beat the heart of a mighty warrior. It’s been my honor to be embedded within him.

      He hailed from Lemon Grove, a small town nine miles outside of San Diego, California. This middle-class suburb was known as the home of the world’s largest lemon at ten feet wide and had a slogan of the best climate on Earth.

      Having spent all his twenty years in the hot, dry, sunny southwestern United States, Ortiz was ill-equipped and intolerant of the humid, wet, tropical rainforests of Vietnam. He grumbled night and day about the awful weather, surprising for a man usually so quiet and stoic.

      At an intimate level, I knew what made Ortiz tick better than anyone, even more than his own mother or fiancée, Elena. We shared all things — every worrying thought, encompassing fear, and titillating sensation.

      Each night before a tunnel mission, it was me who snuggled with Ortiz as he laid in bed clutching his rosary beads and trembling with fear. In the morning, I marveled at the depth of courage coursing through his veins as he set out for the new day’s patrol. From all outward appearances he had nerves of steel.
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      The heat of the early morning sun filled the air as it rose across the sky, beckoning the exotic flora and fauna to life.

      Sensing the slowing whir of the Huey helicopter’s blades and increasing air pressure, I surmised we were finally descending to our destination.

      The night before, Ortiz and I had been given a new assignment deep within the heart of the Vietnamese jungle. Command had sent word that our unique expertise was needed, so we were whisked away under the blanket of darkness unable to bid farewell to our unit. Such was the life of a Tunnel Rat.

      Once Ortiz jumped off the helicopter and his spike-protective boots hit the ground, my sensors assessed the environment. We had landed in a small open-grass field surrounded by a rainforest of towering and majestic Hopea Odoratas, trees native to Southeast Asia. Many had trunks up to fourteen feet in diameter and formed a thick dense canopy soaring one hundred and forty feet into the sky.

      From afar, these luscious green canopies were spectacular to behold and lulled many young grunts to calmness with their beauty, but beneath were hidden dangers that poisoned, mutilated, and killed unsuspecting soldiers.

      My thermal electromagnetic radiation meters picked up the presence of only one additional human within a fifty-yard radius. The figure was waiting at the center of the clearing.

      “Howdy, welcome to Camp Paradise. You must be Corporal Alejandro Ortiz, the new tunnel rat,” a man shouted over the roaring rotors in a jovial Texan twang.

      He was dressed in a helmet, an army green t-shirt, and jungle camouflaged fatigues. He clasped an M16 rifle in his hands. Although only five-foot-six inches tall, he held the stance of an experienced and competent commander.

      Ortiz extended his hand to shake. “Yes, I am and who are you?”

      “I am Sergeant Joe-Bob Langley, your squad leader and new partner. Been waitin’ for ya to git here. We’ve just found a new tunnel openin’. Command has ordered us to do search and discovery, pronto.”

      A burning radiated from within my seed core as I heard Sergeant Langley’s words. Ortiz didn’t need a partner. He already had one, me. Was this jealousy I felt? How absurd, for I knew that every Tunnel Rat was assigned a human partner. It was mandatory. Teams of two were required on all searches – one as point man and one for back-up.

      Ortiz gave Langley a big broad smile. He seemed to have taken an instant liking to Langley, something Ortiz never did with strangers. I was going to have to keep a close eye on this man from the Lone Star State.

      “No time to git ya settled at camp. The boys are waitin’ for us at the hole.” Langley jerked his head toward the chopper. “Git your gear and let’s go.”

      Ortiz grabbed his duffle bag from the back of the
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