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  Author’s Note


  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 Twenty-Third Infantry Regiment, in which the characters serve,
is used fictitiously


  The series doesn’t represent the real
historical Twenty-Third 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.




  Chapter One


  Butsko parted the leaves in front of him and
peered at the Japanese encampment straight ahead. It was two
o’clock in the morning and a full moon provided sufficient
illumination for his battle-trained eyes. The encampment was a
field motor pool, with gas and oil stored in large tanks, and
vehicles coming and going. Barbed wire surrounded the encampment,
and camouflage netting hung overhead.


  A smile came over Butsko’s weather-beaten
face. The patrol had been uneventful so far, but now he could do
some damage. Within the encampment he saw tents where Japanese
soldiers were sleeping. Two guards patrolled the perimeter of the
barbed wire on the inside. The encampment was far behind the front
lines, and the Japs thought they were safe. They didn’t know the
recon platoon was in the area.


  Butsko turned to Corporal Sam Longtree, a
full-blooded Apache Indian from Arizona, and angled his head in the
direction from which they’d just come. Longtree nodded and eased
backward, turning around and moving close to the ground. Butsko
followed in a similar crouch, his mind filled with a variety of
plans for the destruction of the Jap motor pool. Out of all those
plans, he’d have to select one and hope it was the best.


  Butsko and Longtree slipped through the
jungle, leaves brushing their bodies. Somewhere in the distance a
wild dog howled, and random shots could be heard far away, but it
was a quiet night on Bougainville … so far.


  They came to a small clearing, and in the
moonlight six soldiers were lying around. They stirred as Butsko
and Longtree joined them.


  “Wake up!” Butsko said in
a hoarse whisper. “We got work to do!”


  The GIs picked themselves up off the ground
and crowded around Butsko and Longtree.


  “What’s out there?” asked
Frankie La Barbara, his handsome face marred by a nose bent out of
shape in hand-to-hand combat four weeks earlier.


  “Shaddup,” Butsko
growled. “I’ll tell ya when I tell ya.”


  Butsko tried to figure out who should do
what. He knew the strengths and weaknesses of all of his men, and
had to match each man to his job. He looked at them one by one.
Longtree was silent and could creep up on you, cutting your throat
before you knew he was there. Corporal Charles Bannon, a Texan, was
smart, deadly, and a born leader. Private Nutsy Gafooley, the
former hobo, was small, fast, and surprisingly strong despite his
scrawny stature. Pfc. Homer Gladley, a farm-boy from Kansas, wasn’t
very smart but the biggest man in the platoon and strongest Butsko
had ever known. Pfc. Shaw had been a professional heavyweight boxer
before the war; he was a good all-around soldier. And Frankie La
Barbara loved dirty work, once you got him going. The problem was
getting him going.


  Butsko jerked his thumb
over his shoulder. “There’s a Jap motor pool back there. We’re
gonna blow it up. It’s surrounded by barbed wire and got two
guards. Where’s the wire cutters?”


  “I got ’em,” replied
Bannon.


  “Check to make
sure.”


  “I toldja I got ’em,
Sarge.”


  “An’ I told you to make
sure.”


  Bannon took his pack off
his back and opened it up. It annoyed him when Butsko treated him
like an idiot, but Butsko treated everybody like an idiot. Bannon
pulled the wire cutters out of his pack and held them up.
“See?”


  Butsko grumbled and
picked up a twig from the ground. He drew a rectangle near his feet
and jabbed the stick in the middle. “Here’s where the gas and oil
is, and there’s Japs sacked out over here.” He pointed to another
area inside the rectangle. “The guards’ll be the hard part. We
gotta get them before they see us. Shaw you cut the wire and go in
with Longtree. Longtree’ll kill the first guard, and then, when the
second one comes around, Longtree’ll get him too. Then Longtree’ll
signal to the rest of us and we’ll go in through the place where
the barbed wire is cut. Any questions so far?”


  Frankie raised his finger in the air.


  Butsko frowned. “What
now?”


  “What’re we doin’ this
for, Sarge? Why don’t we just go back and give the coordinates to
Major Cobb? Let the fuckin’ flyboys take care of it. Why does it
haveta be us?”


  “Because I said so. Any
other questions?”


  Nobody said anything.


  “Good, because I hate
questions. Where was I? Oh, yeah. The guards are dead, and we’re
comin’ through the barbed wire. Nutsy and me will link up with Shaw
and Longtree and go after the gas tanks with hand grenades. Bannon,
you take Frankie and Gladley and shoot up them tents. It’s up to
you to keep the Japs off us. Got it?”


  “I got it,
Sarge.”


  “Any questions? And if
Frankie La Barbara asks another question, I’m gonna punch his
fucking lights out.”


  Frankie’s mouth was half open, when he
realized the full import of what Butsko had said. He closed his
mouth and shrugged. No one else said anything.


  “I’m glad you all
understand,” Butsko said. “Let’s move it out. Longtree and Shaw go
first, and the rest of us’ll follow. Keep it quiet. Go.”


  Longtree and Shaw crouched low and moved
into the jungle, carrying their Thompson submachine guns in their
right hands. Butsko followed them, and the rest of the men fell in
behind him.


  The patrol moved silently through the
jungle, dodging trees, stepping over exposed roots. The men wore
soft fatigue caps, similar to baseball caps, instead of their steel
helmets, and their faces were camouflaged with black face cream.
Longtree was in front and was first to see the motor pool. Dropping
to one knee, he held out his hand behind him.


  The rest of the patrol stopped and got down
on their bellies. Longtree and Shaw looked through the foliage at
the motor pool. They saw one guard marching inside the barbed wire,
his Arisaka rifle slung over his shoulder. The other guard was out
of sight; they figured he was on the far side of the motor pool.
They saw the tanks of gas and oil, plus stacks of metal barrels
that presumably held more petroleum products. The whole mess would
go sky high once they got in there, but first they had to get in
there.


  A truck was parked near the gas tanks, and a
Jap stood with a nozzle in his hand, filling the truck’s tank. No
one else was about. The guard turned the corner and headed toward
the rear of the motor pool, and Longtree and Shaw watched him
disappear into the night. A minute later the other guard appeared,
walking toward them.


  Shaw wiped his nose with
the back of his hand. “We won’t have much time between the first
guard and the second guard.”


  “It don’t take long to
slit a throat,” Longtree replied. “I’ll go in as soon as this guy
is out of sight. Get ready with the cutters.”


  Shaw took the cutters out of his shirt
pocket and squeezed them. His face was lopsided due to hasty work
by Army plastic surgeons, for he’d been shot in the face on New
Georgia, and been awarded a Purple Heart. Everybody on the patrol
had been wounded somewhere along the line. Bannon had a steel plate
in his head.


  The coast was clear, but it wouldn’t stay
clear for long.


  “Let’s go,” Longtree
said.


  They moved swiftly through the jungle,
making more noise than usual, but no Japs were close enough to
hear. The jungle had been cleared for twenty yards in front of the
barbed wire, and they dropped down on their bellies, crawling
furiously toward the wire.


  Longtree got there first, and Shaw was
moments behind him. Shaw reached forward with the wire cutters and
snipped one strand. Reaching up, he clipped another strand. The
wire snapped apart and Longtree burst through the opening, running
with his head low toward a pile of metal barrels. Longtree looked
right, left, and forward, hoping no Japs were about, because he
didn’t want to get trapped inside the motor pool. Shaw followed
Longtree, and they dived behind the metal barrels.


  Longtree peeked around the barrels and saw
the next Jap sentry march into sight. He and Shaw had made it just
in time. He pulled his Ka-Bar knife from its sheath.


  “I’ll get him,” Longtree
said.


  Shaw nodded. Longtree
crouched with the sharpened blade pointed straight up in the air,
glinting in the moonlight. This was the part of war he liked best,
when it was one to one and close, so you could see who your
opponent was. The Japanese soldier marched closer; he was skinny
and tall. His back had a crook in it, and he wore a Fu Manchu
mustache. He looks
like a Jap sad sack, Longtree
thought. Pretty soon
he’s gonna be a dead sack.


  Longtree licked his thin lips as he waited
for the Jap guard to come abreast of him. The Jap guard took a few
more steps, and then his back was to Longtree who sprang up like a
puma from the American Southwest and dashed toward the Japanese
guard, who heard the sound and spun around. He opened his mouth to
scream, but Longtree’s hand clamped over his lips, and a split
second later Longtree’s Ka-Bar knife went into the Jap’s belly to
the hilt. Longtree pulled the Ka-Bar out, drew back his arm, and
slashed the Jap’s throat as the Jap was on the way down. The Jap’s
blood sprayed out onto Longtree’s face and uniform, and he
collapsed at Longtree’s feet. Longtree grabbed him by the collar
and dragged him behind the metal barrels, dropping him beside Shaw.
Looking back to the scene of the killing, Longtree hoped the next
guard wouldn’t see cut wire and blood on the ground until it was
too late.


  Longtree and Shaw waited for the next guard
as the dead Japanese soldier’s lifeblood leaked onto the ground
beside them. The Japanese soldier’s eyes were wide open and stark
with terror. His mouth sagged and his teeth were stained with
blood. Shaw gazed at him with fascination, because he’d seldom seen
an enemy soldier at such close range.


  The Japanese soldier had a fishy smell and
made Longtree nauseous.


  “Here comes the other
one,” Longtree whispered.


  Shaw peeked around the barrels and saw the
next guard marching toward a corner of the encampment. This one was
short and fat, with his cap on the back of his head and the cap’s
bill pointing upward. His rifle was slung over his shoulder, and he
made a right-face at the corner, heading toward Shaw and Longtree.
The Japanese soldier stumbled along as if half asleep, his eyes
half-shut and the corners of his mouth turned down. Shaw recalled
being sleepy while pulling guard duty and now realized how
dangerous it could be.


  Longtree was poised in his attack crouch,
holding his Ka-Bar knife blade point up in his fist. The Japanese
soldier trudged closer, as if walking in his sleep. Longtree
prepared to leap at him, tensing on the balls of his feet, when
suddenly the Japanese soldier stopped cold. The Japanese soldier
wrinkled his forehead and extended his head forward, trying to get
a better look at what lay ahead.


  “Uh-oh,” said
Shaw.


  The Japanese soldier unslung his rifle and
advanced carefully, looking down at the ground. Shaw and Longtree
realized he’d seen something. He hadn’t been as sleepy as he’d
appeared.


  “What now?” Shaw asked in
a whisper.


  “I have to kill him,”
Longtree replied, and then leaped forward.


  The Japanese soldier heard him charging and
spun around. He hesitated a moment, not believing his eyes, and
then opened his mouth wide, screaming an alarm. His voice pierced
the stillness, and then he raised his rifle to protect himself from
Longtree’s knife.


  A burst of submachine-gun fire shattered the
night, and the Japanese soldier closed his eyes and dropped to the
ground. He fell at Longtree’s feet, and Longtree looked up to see
Butsko poised at the edge of the jungle, his submachine gun aimed
toward the dead Jap.


  “Let’s go!” Butsko shouted.


  Butsko jumped to his feet and charged like
an angry bull toward the opening in the barbed wire. The other men
followed him, holding their submachine guns high. Butsko drew close
to the barbed wire, lowered his head, and dived through, but he was
a big, bulky man and there wasn’t enough space. A snag of barbed
wire drew a red line on his massive left bicep, then he jumped to
his feet inside the compound, looking around.


  Japanese soldiers burst out of their tents,
carrying their rifles. They were half naked and bewildered, trying
to see what was going on.


  “Follow me!” Butsko yelled, heading toward Longtree and Shaw.
“Let’s
go!”


  Nutsy Gafooley followed Butsko, a hand
grenade in each hand. Nutsy had loosened the pins while in the
bushes, waiting for the order to move out. Now all he had to do was
yank them out with his teeth and let them fly.


  Meanwhile, Bannon was leading Frankie La
Barbara and Homer Gladley toward the tents. They held their
submachine guns tightly in their hands and sprayed out big, fat
.45-caliber bullets as they sped over the ground. Their first
volley hit the Japs before the Japs knew what was happening, and
eight of them dropped to the ground, dead or wounded.


  The rest of the Japs hit
the dirt, looking for cover. They didn’t know how many enemy
soldiers were attacking or what was going on. A Japanese officer
shouted orders to attack, but the Japanese soldiers couldn’t figure
out what
to attack. Bannon, Frankie La Barbara, and Homer
Gladley each dropped to their stomachs and continued firing at the
large group of Japanese soldiers in front of them. One Jap raised
his head to see what was happening. Frankie La Barbara noticed him
and swung his submachine gun around, leveling a stream of bullets
at the Japanese soldier’s head; it shattered, sending blood and
brains flying all over the landscape.


  Another Jap rose up to throw a hand grenade,
and Bannon caught him in the chest, ripping apart his ribs and
lungs with those vicious .45-caliber bullets. The Jap soldier
collapsed backward, dropping his hand grenade, which he’d already
armed.


  The grenade exploded with a thunderous roar,
and bits of shrapnel flew in all directions, tearing apart Japanese
bodies and tossing them into the air. Bannon, Frankie La Barbara,
and Homer Gladley continued to fire their submachine guns, pinning
the Japanese soldiers down, hoping Butsko and the others would blow
up the gas tanks before the Japanese soldiers could figure out that
they were being invaded by only six men.


  Butsko, Longtree, Shaw, and Nutsy Gafooley
ran toward the tanks of gas and oil. Butsko and Longtree held their
sub-machines, prepared to shoot down anyone who got in their way,
while Nutsy and Shaw held their grenades ready. They passed trucks
and a light tank whose engine was exposed because it was halfway
through a repair job. Two Japanese soldiers appeared out of the
night and ran toward them, carrying rifles, and Butsko
machine-gunned them to smithereens. They fell backward, spurting
blood from their mangled bodies, and Longtree gave them another
burst to make sure.


  Ahead were the gas and oil tanks. The four
GIs ran toward them. Butsko’s eyes darted around, looking for Japs.
He didn’t see any but that didn’t mean there weren’t any around.
The Japanese soldier manning the pumps had been sleeping behind
some barrels full of gas. He peered around the barrels and saw the
four GIs headed his way, but in the dimness the four GIs didn’t see
him. The Japanese soldier picked up his rifle and aimed it around
the barrels.


  Butsko finally saw him
and opened fire. The bullets hit the Japanese soldier and tore off
the side of his head. Some of the bullets hit metal barrels full of
gasoline, striking sparks off the metal and making holes. In a
sudden swwooooosssshhhhhh the
barrels became covered with flames.


  “Get Down!” Butsko yelled.


  Brrrroooooommmmm! The
barrels full of gasoline exploded sending metal and sheets of flame
flying in all directions. Butsko ducked his head as night became
day in the motor pool. He looked around and saw a blazing inferno
surrounding him, but the gas tanks in the center of the clearing
were still untouched.


  “Get them tanks!”


  Nutsy and Shaw threw their hand grenades at
the tanks. The dark metal shapes flew through the air. One landed
on top of a tank, and the other on the ground nearby. Butsko
squinched his eyes shut and poked his fingers into his ears.


  Barrroooooommmmmm! The
ground trembled and flaming gasoline exploded in all
directions.


  “Retreat!” Butsko hollered.


  He jumped up and ran back toward the opening
in the barbed wire, the flames behind him casting weird quivering
shadows everywhere. Nutsy, Longtree, and Shaw followed him. To his
left he could see Bannon, Frankie La Barbara, and Homer Gladley
backing away from the tents, their submachine guns blazing.


  “Retreat!” Butsko yelled.
“Get out of
here!”


  Butsko approached the barbed wire. He spun
around and dove through the hole, cutting open his left hip this
time. Nutsy followed him, scratching nothing, and then came Shaw,
Bannon, and Frankie La Barbara.


  Homer Gladley bent to crawl through the
hole, and just then a Japanese soldier fired a wild shot, but it
was a lucky one. Homer Gladley felt it slap into his back, and the
sudden pain straightened him up. He fell forward on the strands of
barbed wire, his arms outstretched. One barb ripped open his nose,
another his chest, a third his right wrist, and a fourth his left
thigh. He hung on the wire like Christ on the cross, blood oozing
out of his back and the cuts made by the barbed wire.


  Frankie La Barbara heard Homer cry out when
the first bullet hit and turned to see him suspended on the barbed
wire. Frankie’s first impulse was to save his own skin, and to hell
with Homer Gladley, but his second, deeper impulse was that he had
to save one of his buddies.


  “Bannon!” Frankie called out.


  Bannon turned around and saw Homer Gladley
on the wire, then a jolt went through Homer as another bullet
whacked him. Frankie La Barbara lunged through the barbed wire and
Bannon followed him through. Japanese bullets flew around them like
angry bees as they tore Homer Gladley off the barbed wire, leaving
one quarter of Homer’s nose still on a barb. Homer collapsed onto
the ground like a sack of potatoes, and Frankie La Barbara,
assisted by Bannon, pulled Homer through the hole in the barbed
wire, cutting him further in the process.


  Japanese shooting diminished as officers
ordered their men to put out the fires, but a few of them had the
retreating GIs in their sights and thought they’d pull their
triggers a few more times. Bullets whizzed past the GIs, and then
Frankie felt as if someone had slammed him in the back of his left
thigh with a sledgehammer. The force of the bullet spun him around
and he fell on his face in the jungle muck.


  Butsko reached the safety of the jungle and
turned around to see what was going on. Longtree, Shaw, and Nutsy
were almost in the jungle, but the other three still were out
there, and two were hurt. Without a moment’s hesitation Butsko
charged out of the jungle.


  “Come with me!”


  He ran toward the three who had faltered in
the clear-cut, wide-open area between the barbed wire and the
jungle. Longtree, Shaw, and Nutsy turned around and followed him.
They saw Bannon struggling with Homer Gladley, and Frankie La
Barbara trying to stand. Butsko scooped up Homer Gladley, adjusted
him on his shoulder, and carried him toward the jungle. Longtree
and Shaw grabbed Frankie by each of his arms and dragged him behind
Butsko as Frankie cursed and bellowed in pain. Bannon turned around
and dropped to one knee, hugging the butt of his submachine gun to
his waist and opening fire to cover the others.


  Click!


  He was out of ammo. Pressing the button on
the submachine gun, he pulled out the empty clip and tossed it to
the side. He opened the ammo pouch on his belt, pulled out a fresh
clip, jammed it into the slot, and pulled the trigger. Bullets and
sparks flew out of the barrel of the gun as Bannon swung it from
side to side, spraying bullets into the motor-pool compound.


  “Let’s go, Bannon!”


  Bannon turned and ran toward Butsko, and a
stray Japanese bullet zinged passed his face so closely that he
could feel its heat. He plunged into the jungle and saw Butsko
kneeling beside Homer Gladley, who lay face down on the ground.
Butsko took his pulse while Nutsy Gafooley ripped open his shirt,
exposing an ugly entrance wound.


  “Bullet’s still in him,”
Nutsy said.


  Shaw and Longtree lay at the edge of the
clearing, ready to shoot any Japs who came after them. Bannon
dropped down to the right of Longtree and raised his submachine
gun. Frankie La Barbara lay a few feet from Homer Gladley, grasping
his bloody leg with both his hands and gritting his teeth.


  Butsko let go of Homer
Gladley’s wrist. “He’s alive, but it don’t look good.”


  Nutsy looked up at him.
“You want me to treat the wound here, or should we do it deeper in
the woods?”


  “Do it now, but hurry the
fuck up!”


  Nutsy opened his pack and took out the
articles he needed. He wasn’t a trained combat medic, but could
sprinkle sulfa powder and blood coagulant on wounds and tie a
bandage.


  “What about me?” said
Frankie La Barbara through clenched teeth.


  “I’ll take care of you,”
Butsko muttered, kneeling beside Frankie and waiting for Nutsy to
finish.


  Frankie, trembling with
rage, looked at Butsko. “This happened because of you!”


  “Shaddup!”


  “You always volunteer us
to do shit that we don’t have to do!”


  “Shaddup or I’ll punch
you right in the fucking mouth!”


  Frankie La Barbara raised
his chin. “Go ahead—I dare you!”


  Butsko drew back his fist and punched
Frankie right in the fucking mouth. Frankie went slack on the
jungle floor, out cold.


  Nutsy worked swiftly, taping a big bandage
over the hole in Homer Gladley’s back, which had stopped bleeding.
Butsko poured coagulant powder and sulfa into the holes in
Frankie’s leg, because the Japanese bullet had made entrance and
exit wounds. Longtree saw figures moving in the smoke and flames
inside the Japanese encampment.


  “Somebody’s coming!” he
said.


  “Let’s get out of here,”
Butsko replied. “I’ll carry Homer. Shaw, you carry Frankie. The
rest of you, cover us.”


  Butsko heaved Homer Gladley onto his
shoulder, and Shaw did the same with Frankie La Barbara, who was
waking up.


  “What happened?” he asked
as Shaw carried him into the jungle.


  Behind them, Bannon and Longtree and Nutsy
poured lead into the Japanese encampment, and the figures dropped
down out of sight. Bannon and Longtree retreated several steps,
still firing their submachine guns, then turned and followed the
others into the thick moonlit jungle, which provided cover and gave
them shelter.


   



  





  Chapter
Two


  The sounds of the explosions reverberated
through the jungle, and they awakened Lieutenant General Harukichi
Hyakutake, commander in chief of all Japanese forces on
Bougainville. A short thin man of fifty-five, with large ears, he
sat up on his cot and called for his orderly.


  “Yes, sir?” said his
orderly, Lieutenant Oyagi, poking his head into General Hyakutake’s
tent.


  “What were those
explosions all about?”


  “I don’t know,
sir.”


  “Find out and report back
to me.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lieutenant Oyagi withdrew his head. General
Hyakutake swung his legs around and planted his feet on the tatami
mat underneath his cot. He reached to the small table beside the
cot, found matches, scratched one to flame, and lit the kerosene
lamp. The inside of the tent became illuminated in the yellow glow
of the lamp. General Hyakutake reached for his package of
cigarettes, extracted one, placed it in his mouth, and brought the
flame of the lamp to its end, puffing smoke out of his mouth.


  He looked at the end and was satisfied that
it was lit well, then took a deep drag. He checked his watch. It
was almost three o’clock in the morning. Those explosions hadn’t
sounded too far away. He’d come from his headquarters on Erventa
Island to this part of Bougainville to find out for himself what
the situation at the front was like, but he hadn’t realized that
the fighting was this close. Maybe it was time to get back to
Erventa.


  “I’m here, sir!”
Lieutenant Oyagi shouted outside the tent.


  “Come in.”


  Lieutenant Oyagi pushed
aside the tent flap and stepped inside, standing at attention. “A
gasoline dump approximately three miles southeast of here has been
blown up by American sappers, sir!”


  “Were the Americans
caught?”


  “I don’t know,
sir.”


  “Why don’t you know?”


  Lieutenant Oyagi was so intimidated, he
couldn’t say anything. He shivered and swallowed hard, wishing he
were someplace else.


  “Get Colonel Akai for me on the
telephone!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lieutenant Oyagi lurched toward the
telephone on General Hyakutake’s desk and picked up the receiver.
The operator came on and Lieutenant Oyagi asked him to connect
General Hyakutake with Colonel Akai.


  “Colonel Akai
speaking.”


  “General Hyakutake would
like to speak with you, sir. Hold on a moment.”


  Lieutenant Oyagi held up the telephone
receiver, General Hyakutake plucked it out of his hand and sat down
behind his desk.


  “Have any of those
American sappers been taken prisoner?” General Hyakutake
asked.


  “Not that I know of,
sir.”


  “Why don’t you
know?”


  “There’s chaos at
Gasoline Dump Number Six, sir. They’re devoting all their efforts
to putting out the fire. They’re not even sure of what’s happened.
The attack was very sudden.”


  “Security must have been
poor. Have the officer in charge punished.”


  “He’s dead,
sir.”


  “Dead?”


  “Yes, sir. Shot
dead.”


  “Do we know how many
sappers there were?”


  “No, sir, but there must
have been a substantial number to have done the damage they
did.”


  “They may be headed this
way. Double the guard. And send out a patrol to track them down. We
don’t want American sappers running around loose this far behind
our lines.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “I’ll return to my base
first thing in the morning. Make arrangements.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “That is all.”


  General Hyakutake placed the telephone
receiver on its cradle. Wearing only his undershorts, which
resembled a jockstrap, he reached for his pants, hanging from a peg
on the tent pole, and put them on. Lieutenant Oyagi watched,
thinking that General Hyakutake looked like a gnomish little
school-teacher without his uniform.


  “What’re you looking at?”
General Hyakutake snapped.


  “I’m waiting for further
orders, sir.”


  “Coordinate our return to
headquarters with Colonel Akai’s staff! You’re
dismissed!”


  Lieutenant Oyagi saluted and fled from the
tent. General Hyakutake sat behind his desk and puffed another
cigarette. Tomorrow he had to report to his commanding officer,
General Hitoshi Imamura, and tell him of the situation on
Bougainville, which wasn’t good. General Hyakutake’s big offensive,
launched a week earlier, had been stopped cold, and now his army
was on the retreat. He didn’t have enough men and matériel for
another offensive, but intended to conduct a fighting withdrawal,
making the Americans pay for every inch of ground they took. If he
could convince General Imamura to send him reinforcements, he’d
attack again and perhaps do better this time.


  General Hyakutake stubbed out his cigarette
in the ashtray on his desk and sighed, because he felt tired and
discouraged. The Americans had defeated him on Guadalcanal, and now
they were beating him on Bougainville. If the Americans forced him
to evacuate Bougainville, it would mean the end of his career. He’d
spend the rest of his life behind a desk in Tokyo, and younger
officers would be contemptuous of him.


  I’ll
commit hara-kiri before I let that happen, he said to himself, but before I commit hara-kiri, I must somehow obtain
reinforcements from General Imamura so I can inflict a terrible
defeat on the Americans here on Bougainville.


   



  “He’s alive,” Nutsy
Gafooley said, his ear on Homer Gladley’s chest.


  “I told you he was,”
Butsko replied, sitting on a log nearby, trying to read his map by
the light of the moon. “You can’t kill an elephant like Homer
Gladley with two measly bullets. He’s a tough son of a bitch. I
wish you all were as tough as he is.”


  Frankie La Barbara spat
at the ground. “So’s you could make us do more cruddy
jobs?”


  “Shaddup,
fuckhead.”


  “I won’t shaddup! Why
should I shaddup? Everybody else is afraid to speak up, but not
Frankie La Barbara! I’m sick of this shit! Homer’s damn near dead,
I’ll probably never walk again, and you’ll get another medal! Big
fucking deal!”


  “If you don’t shut up,
I’m gonna kick you right in the fucking head!”


  “I dare you!”


  Butsko took a deep breath
and sighed. “You asked for it.”


  He stood, walked toward Frankie La Barbara,
and drew his leg back. Frankie waited, because he wanted to tackle
Butsko, bring him down, and punch him out. Butsko shot his leg
forward, and Frankie grabbed it in both his arms, twisting to the
side. Butsko lost his balance and fell on his ass. Frankie tried to
leap on him, but he didn’t have the strength to move quickly,
having lost too much blood. Butsko twisted out of the way, got to
his feet, dodged another of Frankie’s lunges, and kicked him in the
mouth. Frankie collapsed onto his face, out cold once more.


  “C’mon, Sarge,” Bannon
said. “Leave him alone.”


  “I’ll leave him alone
when he learns to keep his big mouth shut.”


  “He’ll never do
that.”


  “Then I’ll never stop
kicking the shit out of him. Maybe one day I’ll kick the shit out
of him so much he’ll die, and then I’ll throw a party.”


  “You don’t mean that,
Sarge.”


  “Oh, yes I
do.”


  Butsko sat down again and studied his map.
He was trying to figure out the best way to get back to his lines.
They were a long way off and he wasn’t sure he and his men could
make it back by daylight.


  Nutsy Gafooley rolled
Frankie La Barbara onto his back and felt his face. “I think you
broke his nose again, Sarge.”


  “He deserved
it.”


  “You shouldn’t beat up on
him when he’s wounded like this.”


  “I’ll beat up on him when
he’s better, too, and I’ll keep beating up on him until he starts
keeping his mouth shut.”


  Butsko placed his forefinger at the point on
the map where he reckoned their position to be. He drew a line on
the overlay with his pencil, connecting their position to the
nearest point on the American front lines, then laid his compass on
the line so he could get the azimuth.


  “About 132 degrees,” he
said. “Okay, let’s saddle up. I’ll carry Homer; which one of you
heroes wants to carry big-mouth?”


  “I’ll do it,” Bannon
said, “but he’d be able to limp along if you didn’t kick him in the
mouth.”


  “But is
like if
and maybe. Shove ’em all up your
ass. Let’s move it out. I don’t wanna spend all night shooting the
shit with birdbrains, nitwits, and scumbags.”


  Butsko picked up Homer Gladley and lowered
him onto his shoulder, and Bannon couldn’t help admiring that,
because Homer Gladley weighed 250 pounds. Frankie La Barbara
weighed 185 pounds, and Longtree had to help Bannon lift Frankie La
Barbara up. Bannon positioned Frankie La Barbara on his shoulder
and staggered behind Butsko, whose gait was steady under Homer
Gladley’s weight.


  The others fell in behind them as they made
their way back to their front lines.


   



  “Wake up,
sir.”


  Captain Mitsuru Shimoyama opened his eyes.
He was lying in a ditch half full of water, and Sergeant Kikusaki
was standing over him.


  “What is it?” Captain
Shimoyama asked.


  “Colonel Akai wants to
speak with you on the radio.”


  “You have the radio with
you?”


  “It’s in the radio
tent.”


  Captain Shimoyama sat up in his hole and
debated whether to have Sergeant Kikusaki bring the radio to him,
but decided he’d look silly speaking to Colonel Akai while sitting
in a puddle of water, and he might even get electrocuted from the
batteries.


  Sergeant Kikusaki grinned
maliciously, because he and Captain Shimoyama didn’t like each
other and both knew it. “I think you should hurry, sir. The call
sounded urgent.”


  Captain Shimoyama looked
up at Sergeant Kikusaki. “You don’t tell me to hurry, Sergeant. I
tell you to hurry. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Captain Shimoyama didn’t like the surly tone
of Sergeant Kikusaki’s voice, but he couldn’t do anything about it.
Not yet, at least. But someday Sergeant Kikusaki would really step
out of line, and Captain Shimoyama would nail his ass to a
wall.


  Captain Shimoyama climbed out of the ditch
and walked toward the communications tent, a serious expression on
his face. He had the air of an intellectual about him, which he
was. He’d been a staff officer in General Hyakutake’s headquarters
before the failure of the big offensive. His ambition had been to
attain high rank as a staff officer, but there’d been a shortage of
officers at the front, because so many had been killed in the big
offensive, and Captain Shimoyama had been given command of a line
infantry company. It was the last assignment in the world that he
wanted, because he considered himself too smart to be a line
infantry officer. Clever men like him were needed to tell line
infantry officers what to do, but the big offensive, which Captain
Shimoyama helped plan, had failed, and Captain Shimoyama still
wondered what had gone wrong.


  Captain Shimoyama entered his communications
tent. Corporal Teramoto sat at the radio and jumped to
attention.


  “Get me Colonel
Akai.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Captain Shimoyama leaned against the bench
on which the radio sat and crossed his arms. He hoped and prayed
that Colonel Akai would tell him that his talents were needed at
General Hyakutake’s headquarters and that he’d been missed.


  Corporal Teramoto handed
the headset to Captain Shimoyama, who put it on. “This is Captain
Shimoyama,” he said into the mouthpiece.


  A voice on the other end
replied: “The colonel will be with you in a few moments,
sir.”


  Captain Shimoyama shifted his ass on the
bench and waited. He didn’t light a cigarette because he didn’t
smoke. He thought nicotine was bad for the brain, and he wanted his
brain to be quick and keen, although it hadn’t been so quick and
keen lately, because he hadn’t been able to get much sleep in holes
in the ground that filled with water after they were dug.


  “Captain Shimoyama?”
asked Colonel Akai.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Took you long enough to
call back.”


  “I just received the
message, sir.”


  “You should always be
near your radio.”


  “I was near my
radio.”


  “Then it shouldn’t have
taken you so long to call back. Where is your company right
now?”


  “At the same position I
reported earlier in the evening.”


  “I have an important
mission for you. Do you have your map with you?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Spread it out in front
of you.”


  “Yes, sir.” Captain
Shimoyama took his map out of his shirt and unfolded it on the
bench. “I’ve done as you’ve ordered, sir.”


  “Do you see the location
of Gasoline Dump Number Six?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Do you know what
happened at Gasoline Dump Number Six tonight?”


  “No, sir.”


  “It was blown up by enemy
sappers. You didn’t hear the explosions?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Why not?”


  Captain Shimoyama became
flustered. “I don’t know, sir. I guess I was asleep.”


  “They were very close to
you. You should have been notified. In well-run companies,
commanders are notified immediately of all untoward events. I think
you’d better straighten a few things out there.”


  “Yes, sir,” Captain
Shimoyama replied, gritting his teeth. Sergeant Kikusaki should
have awakened him, but he hadn’t, and now Captain Shimoyama looked
bad. “I’ll make sure this doesn’t happen again, sir.


  “You’d better. Now, let’s
move on to the matter at hand. American sappers, as I said, have
blown up Gasoline Dump Number Six, and I assume they’re headed back
toward their lines. Your company is bivouacked directly between
Gasoline Dump Number Six and the American lines. Therefore we
expect the American sappers to pass through your general area any
time now. Fan out your company into a long skirmish line and
intercept them. Take prisoners if you can, but if you can’t, don’t
worry about it. Just make sure you intercept and stop
them.”


  “How many Americans are
there, sir?”


  “We don’t know for sure,
but judging from the damage they’ve done, we estimate from forty to
sixty men. How many are in your company?”


  “One hundred and sixty
fit for duty, sir.”


  “Good. You’ll have a
numerical advantage, plus the advantage of surprise. By the way,
General Hyakutake is here, and the orders to stop those sappers
have come directly from him. It will not be good if you fail in
this mission. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Over and
out.”


  Captain Shimoyama handed the headset to
Corporal Teramoto and stormed out of the communications tent. He
marched toward the hole occupied by Sergeant Kikusaki and found him
sitting in it with two of his cronies.


  “Sergeant Kikusaki!”
Captain Shimoyama shouted.


  Sergeant Kikusaki looked
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