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      Lieutenant Tarkington passed the binoculars to Staff Sergeant Winkleman and asked, “What do you think they’re unloading down there?”

      Winkleman adjusted the binoculars and scanned Nadzab Airfield, focusing on the newly arrived Japanese transport plane. From their perch across the Markham River and a quarter of a mile away, they could see the entire airfield.

      Since arriving a few days before, not much had happened. They saw enemy troops and the occasional truck trundling along the worn-out road leading from Lae on the coast and winding along the muddy river, but no air traffic until just a few minutes ago.

      Winkleman concentrated on the plane and finally answered, “Everything’s in boxes. Whatever it is takes a lot of men to unload. Must be heavy.”

      Tarkington felt the fatigue washing over his body like a sloppy wet towel. He shifted his gaze toward Corporal Vick, his pseudo-radioman. “Stand by on the radio, Vick. I’d like to know what’s in those boxes before we contact Wau.” Corporal Vick nodded slowly and continued watching for enemy patrols.

      Winkleman narrated, “They’re moving the boxes into the hangars.”

      Tarkington could see the movement with his naked eye. “Is that a tractor?”

      Winkleman answered, “Yep. Just came out of the nearest hangar.” A few seconds later, Winkleman added, “Using it to move the first box.”

      Tarkington sighed. “Hoping they’d open them up on the runway.”

      Winkleman said, “Looks like they’re getting them under cover. Must be important.”

      Tarkington reached for the binoculars, and Winkleman handed them back. Tarkington scanned the area again and said, “We need to get closer. Command’s gonna want to know what the hell those things are.”

      Winkleman pursed his lips and asked, “Why’re they so interested in this piece-of-shit airfield?”

      Tarkington let the binoculars lie on the ground and gave his second-in-command a long look. Winkleman cleared his throat and spit. The glob shimmered in the sunlight streaming through the high clouds. Tarkington finally answered, “You know as much as I do, Wink.”

      Winkleman muttered something under his breath that ended with, “Bullshit.”

      Tarkington knew the four remaining members of Tark’s Ticks were at a miserably low morale level. He felt it too and struggled to keep the men focused. Losing his best friend and most trusted soldier, Sergeant Henry, had been a bitter blow to them all. But the war didn’t stop and allow them to grieve. Tarkington had to remind himself that the war claimed lives every single day and would continue to do so until the Japanese had been completely defeated.

      Winkleman had been in a particularly foul mood since Henry’s death. Tarkington thought it was time to put an end to it. “Stow that shit, Sergeant.” Winkleman glared at him. His eyes blazed behind his camouflaged-blackened face. He looked as though he wanted to say something, but Tarkington spoke first. “Your shitty attitude isn’t helping anything. Pull your head out of your ass and focus on the fucking mission.”

      Winkleman’s glare deepened, but he turned away from Tarkington’s stare and bit off whatever he wanted to say.

      Tarkington ordered, “Take Raker and get closer to the airfield. Report back once you figure out what’s in the boxes.”

      “Yes, sir,” Winkleman muttered, with a hint of sarcasm on the sir.

      Tarkington reached out and grabbed the sleeve of Winkleman’s filthy shirt. He pulled himself face-to-face, their noses nearly touching. He seethed, “Do your job, Sergeant, or I’ll have you run out of this outfit.”

      Winkleman looked stunned. He’d been a part of Tark’s Ticks from the beginning—they all had. “I—I will, Tark. I’ll get it done. I promise. Take it easy.”

      Tarkington released his shirt and looked back toward the airfield. “Don’t get seen.” He looked hard at him again. “And don’t kill anyone unless you’ve got no other choice.”

      Since Henry’s violent death, the GIs had taken any opportunity—no matter how risky—to avenge him. Tarkington let it happen while they were making the long trek from Wau to Nadzab. After the battle of Wau, scores of Japanese soldiers had been separated from the retreating main force. The scared, sometimes emaciated, enemy soldiers were easy prey for the vengeful GIs. They struck mercilessly, killing them silently with their knives. He doubted it eased the pain of losing a cherished member of the squad, but killing the enemy was part of their job.

      Now that they were in place and following through with their revised mission, they couldn’t risk being seen. Stealth and reconnaissance were the order of the day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Winkleman followed ten paces behind Raker. Since arriving at the overlook position, they had done little moving, and it felt good to get some exercise, no matter how limited and slow. They’d resupplied before disembarking from Wau, and he’d barely been able to break in his new boots. Despite their low miles, the jungle was already eating away at the leather.

      He held his M1 carbine at the ready. The lightly forested slopes and thick grasses made for excellent cover. The closer they got to the banks of the Markham River, the thicker the jungle became.

      As he watched Raker’s sweat-stained backside, he thought about his conversation with Tarkington. Would he really kick him out of the unit? The thought made him physically ill. He shook his head. He’s just blowing smoke.

      Anger coursed through him. How could Tarkington simply forget about Henry? They were close—closer than anyone else in the squad. They’d been best friends since basic, long before this shitty war started.

      He took in a breath and blew it out slow. He knew in his heart that Tarkington was simply trying to keep them focused and on task. Inside, beneath the hard-assed exterior, Tarkington must be suffering even more than he was or the others.

      His anger turned to the brass who’d ordered them back into the jungle on this fruitless and seemingly useless mission. A little voice in his head—that sounded an awful lot like Sergeant Henry—whispered, “What makes you so special, Wink?” Winkleman paused. Great, now I’m hearing voices.

      Raker held up a fist, and Winkleman stopped a second later and crouched. Raker waved him forward, and Winkleman quietly moved until he hunkered beside him.

      The raging river, swollen from monsoon rains the week before, roared, and Winkleman wondered how he’d missed it before. The river had a long way to go before it would flood its banks. Sand and rocks stretched from the riverbank until they met countless tendrils of water making their own courses to the Huon Gulf.

      Raker pulled the foliage down and pointed. “The airfield’s across the river, on that plateau.”

      Winkleman pulled the binoculars to his eyes and scanned. He shook his head and let them dangle around his neck. “I can only see the hangar roofs from here. Need to get to higher ground.” He pointed upstream and said, “Let’s go upstream and see what we can see.”

      Raker nodded and, without a word, moved parallel to the riverbank. Their feet sank into the mud and sand mix, leaving large, obvious boot prints. Winkleman didn’t give it a second thought. They had seen no enemy patrols since arriving at the overwatch position.

      Raker led them a few hundred yards more before he found a good-sized boulder sticking half into the riverbank and half into the jungle. He crouched beside it and said, “Should be able to see from up there.”

      Winkleman nodded his agreement and slung his carbine across his back. “Give me a boost up.” Raker laced his fingers and made a step with his hands. Winkleman put his filthy boot on his hands and lunged upward while Raker lifted.

      Winkleman scrambled the rest of the way to the top and lay there for a moment. The airfield was directly across the river. The hangars and transport plane stood two hundred yards away. He didn’t move, making sure he hadn’t been spotted. After half a minute, he raised the binoculars and scanned.

      He couldn’t see all the way to the back of the hangar, but he didn’t need to. The shirtless Japanese workers had the wooden boxes dismantled, revealing large metal pieces. Even from this distance, Winkleman had little doubt about the contents. Based on how many barrels he could see, he guessed the Japanese were working to put together at least two and possibly three 20mm anti-aircraft guns.

      Winkleman observed what he surmised to be an officer with his fists on his hips, watching the soldiers work. Occasionally, the officer pointed and paced.

      Winkleman tore his eyes away when a sudden roar overhead drowned out the sound of the river. He looked to the sky and saw the tail end of a Japanese Zero flash by flying very low. Another passed a second later.

      He wondered if they would move south and attack Wau and Bulol airfields. He soon saw another three planes, but instead of Zeros, more transports.

      Winkleman searched the sky for an Allied presence but saw only Japanese. He wished he could warn Wau but realized that even if he had the SCR-300 radio and got through to the relay station and passed the info to Wau, the airfield probably still wasn’t ready to take Allied fighters.

      The hearty C-47 transports could handle the steep incline and deep muddy ruts, but the first P-40 fighter that had tried to land there had pranged the prop into the ground. More than a few C-47s suffered the same fate, but the need for supplies overrode the risks. There was no upside for the fighters.

      When they’d left Wau the week before, they were still working on improving the airfield and probably had another full week before it would be open for fighter traffic. He wondered if their mission here had something to do with that. Perhaps the Allies had their sights on acquiring Nadzab Airfield.

      He watched the Japanese transports land on the bumpy dirt strip. They taxied close to the first one, and soon more soldiers swarmed them and offloaded similar boxes. The tractor worked overtime, moving back and forth from the planes to the hangars.

      Winkleman scooted off the top of the rock and landed beside Raker, who watched for patrolling enemy soldiers. Raker asked, “So, what’d you see?”

      “Japs are bringing in some serious hardware. Looks like they’re gonna turn that place into Fort Knox or something.” Raker raised an eyebrow, and Winkleman explained, “They’re bringing in anti-aircraft guns.” Raker nodded, and Winkleman touched his back. “Time to get back and report.” Raker turned and moved off into the woods, being sure to keep away from their original path.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After contacting the transfer station perched somewhere on a distant peak and passing along the report, then waiting for the reply, Tarkington got off the radio. He kept his voice low out of habit as he acknowledged receipt.

      Expectant but tired faces looked back at him. Even though they had done little over the past few days except sit and watch the airfield, they looked exhausted. Sleep came hard to everyone except Corporal Stollman, who could sleep anywhere, anytime.

      Tarkington motioned them to gather round. “They’re sending an air raid over from Dobodura—a flight of A-20 bombers.” He looked at the face of his mud-encrusted wristwatch. “Be here in a couple of hours.”

      Winkleman asked, “You want us down there again for a better look-see?”

      Tarkington shook his head. “Not yet. You know how bombers can be…”

      They all nodded, remembering the massive B-17 bomber strike near Buna. The flyboys had dropped their bombs off target and killed a lot of good men.

      Corporal Stollman stated, “They might have one or two of those ack-ack guns put together by the time the flyboys get here.”

      Tarkington said, “Command has something in store for this area, that’s for sure. The relay radioman stressed how important the battle damage assessment would be.” Tarkington shook his head. “As though we’re a bunch of amateurs or something.”

      Stollman patted the stuffed rucksack beside him. “If the bombers miss, we could always give the Nips some early Christmas presents.”

      Along with a new radio, uniforms, food, and ammunition, they’d also gotten a fresh supply of demolitions. The only thing they hadn’t been able to replace was Staff Sergeant Henry, Tarkington thought bitterly to himself.

      Tarkington brushed a black centipede off the side of his face and crushed it in his hand before tossing it aside. “Let’s hope the flyboys do their jobs.”

      Three hours later, the air suddenly came alive with the roar of engines. Lines of twin-engine bombers streaked over at treetop level. They flew two abreast, and the lead two opened fire, strafing the parked transports dotting the airfield. As they pulled up, the next two in line opened fire and so on until all eight had disappeared over the horizon.

      Tarkington couldn’t keep the smile off his face. The others were equally thrilled with the show. Tarkington scanned the damage through binoculars, but even without them, he could see three of the four transports were ablaze. “Hot damn! That’s some good shooting.” He adjusted the focus and said, “Nips are running all over the place. They’re pushing out one of the ack-ack guns.”

      Winkleman exclaimed, “Too damned late. They’re already gone, Tojo.”

      Tarkington swept the sky and found the bombers wheeling over the sea, coming in for another pass. He pointed and said, “Now that they know what to expect, they’ll drop bombs this time.”

      Raker couldn’t keep the excitement from his voice. “They’ll be flying straight up the airfield.”

      Stollman added, “Couldn’t ask for a better view.”

      Tarkington watched the bombers grow as they approached. “Still awful low for bombs. Maybe another strafing run.”

      The lead A-20 opened fire with all its front-facing heavy machine guns. The sound reached their overlook a second later and sounded like ripping fabric. When the bomber was nearly directly over the airfield, small parachutes drifted down from its belly.

      Vick asked what they were all thinking. “What the hell’s that? Paratroopers?”

      Soon, all the bombers had streaked past. Each had dropped more parachutes, and the sky above the airfield filled with what looked like cherry blossoms. As the parachutes landed, countless small explosions rocked the airfield. Soon it resembled an out-of-control brush fire as the bomblets exploded among the transports and the small flammable outbuildings.

      Tarkington grinned and explained the obvious. “Para-frags. The flyboys are getting damned sneaky.”

      Winkleman tipped his hat back. “Para-frags? Never heard of such a thing.”

      Tarkington said, “I remember hearing some pilots talking about them in Moresby. Allows for low-level bombing, obviously.”

      Black and white smoke curled up from the airfield. A few transports burned as though made from tinder. The others tilted onto their wings and smoldered. None of them looked like they’d ever fly again.

      Tarkington had the binoculars up. “I can’t see through the smoke, but I think the hangars are still intact. Don’t know about the ack-ack.” He looked at Raker and ordered, “Take Vick this time and check it out. I need to know if the guns got taken out or not.” He pulled the binocular strap off his neck and handed them to Vick. “Don’t lose these.”

      Vick gave him an offended look and snatched them from his hand. “Course not, Tark. Be right back.” He looked at the others. “You guys want me to pick anything up for you while I’m out?”

      Stollman guffawed. “Bring me a cheeseburger.”

      Raker looked at Winkleman and said in a mock whisper, “I’ll bring you back a dame, Wink.”

      Winkleman cursed, “Fuck off, Raker.”

      The light interaction was the most Tarkington had seen from any of them since they’d lost Henry. The excitement of watching the air raid made them forget their grief momentarily. He knew it would be fleeting, but at least it was a step in the right direction.

      A dark cloud descended upon him. He felt the excitement and adrenaline too, but suddenly the jokes sounded hollow and wholly out of place. He struggled to keep from scowling and ruining the mood.

      He raised his voice, cutting through the jocularity. “Get a move on while the Nips are still occupied.”

      Raker and Vick disappeared from view as they descended the slope and entered the thin jungle. Tarkington felt a twinge of worry but bit it back. Losing Henry cut like a bayonet, and the thought of losing another man…well, it would be intolerable, but he couldn’t let his feelings for these men impede the mission. He steeled himself and watched the airfield smolder and burn.
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      Raker and Vick dragged themselves back into the overlook position a few hours later. Mud dripped off them, and they looked as though they’d rolled in a pigsty.

      Stollman reared his head back and looked them up and down. “What the hell happened to you two?”

      Raker glared at him, and Vick answered, “Couldn’t see from this side of the river, so we crawled halfway across. The banks are a muddy mess.” He grinned, and his white teeth flashed against his muddy face. He unslung his carbine. Dried mud flaked off at his touch. “Need to clean this before we go out again.”

      Tarkington asked, “I assume you saw those trucks arrive?”

      Raker picked a clod of mud from his pant inseam. The weight from the mud threatened to pull his pants off his thin hips. He cinched his belt tighter and answered, “We did. Half the troops went into the hangars and half spread out along the perimeter, mostly to the north. We saw at least one machine gun nest being built.”

      Tarkington said, “We saw them spread out to the east and west, too. Looks like there’s a garrison to the west. Did you get a look inside the hangars?”

      Raker answered, “Our bombers destroyed all the transport planes. The hangars are damaged but intact. We could see the Nips scurrying around like ants inside. They’re still putting the guns together. They’re concentrated in the eastern hangar. It wasn’t as damaged as the other one.”

      “How many guns?”

      Raker shared a glance with Vick and answered, “We saw five being assembled and one already in service.”

      Tarkington scowled. “The flyboys won’t have such an easy time when they come around again. See anything else?”

      Vick pursed his lips. “I’m no expert on Jap ack-ack, but we thought the guns looked different.” He tilted his head and squinted. “More modern.”

      Raker nodded his agreement and added, “The gun crews, too. Compared to the soldiers putting the things together, they looked healthy. Well-fed, I guess.”

      “How d’you know they’re the crew?”

      Raker said, “Just seemed that way. The way they watched the laborers. Hell, we even saw one guy get smacked around a bit.”

      Tarkington crushed a mosquito on the side of his neck, leaving a bloody streak. “Could be using Koreans or maybe even Chinese conscripts.”

      Vick rubbed his neck and said, “That’d fit with what we saw. Whoever they are, they’ll have those guns put together by tomorrow morning, I’d guess.”

      Tarkington gazed past them toward the airfield. The fires and smoke from the destroyed planes and shacks had ceased. Tarkington thought the blackened airplane husks looked prehistoric.

      “Get yourselves and your weapons squared away.” He glanced at his watch. “Thirty minutes until the next radio check-in.”

      Vick nodded. “I’ll be ready.”

      An hour later, Tarkington received orders via the convoluted system that connected them to Wau. The SCR-300 radio could reach out eight to ten miles with the extra-long antenna they attached and wound up a tree. Somewhere on a lonely peak back toward Wau, a member of the US Army Signal Corps listened for their reports, then relayed the signal via tough Spiral-four wiring which had been laid by some poor bastards between the peak and Wau. Tarkington’s messages weren’t the only radio traffic the harried Signal Corps trooper had to deal with, and sometimes it took hours before he’d hear an answering message. An hour was a new record in efficiency.

      He waved the others closer. Vick turned off the radio, saving the precious battery. He and Raker had cleaned themselves up as best they could with their limited resources. Their carbines sparkled with fresh coats of oil. The .30-caliber rounds they’d carried had been cleaned, scrubbed, and reloaded into magazines.

      Tarkington addressed them, “Command wants us to take those ack-ack guns out—tonight.”

      Grins crept across their weary, blackened faces, none bigger than Stollman’s. He said, “’Bout time,” and rubbed his hands together like an evil genius.

      Tarkington continued. “It’ll be dark in two hours. We’ll hit ’em before midnight.” No one balked at the timeline, but he explained anyway. “Command wants them gone ASAP. They’ve got a real bug up their asses about it. I don’t know what they’ve got planned for this place, but those guns pose a problem, so I’m guessing it’ll be some kind of bombing raid.”

      Winkleman asked, “They tell you when that’s going to happen? Wouldn’t want to be down there when it does.”

      “Not really. Just said it had to be done before sunrise. We’ll be gone before daylight, so I’m not worried about getting caught in whatever the hell’s coming. I’m more worried about the fresh Jap troops that arrived.”

      He peered through the binoculars, scanning the distant airfield’s approaches. “The only way in is directly across the river. The bridges will be locked down.” He let the binocs dangle and directed a question at Raker and Vick. “You think we can cross the river without being seen?”

      Raker answered, “Yeah. Especially at night. It’s wide open terrain, but that’s probably why they’re not watching it.”

      Vick chimed in, “Getting across the river won’t be a problem, but getting across the airfield to the hangar will be.”

      Tarkington stroked his stubbled chin. He hadn’t put a razor across it in a couple of days, and it itched. “We’ll use the plane husks and bound our way across. The flyboys also made some good-sized craters on the runway. We can use them for cover, too. We haven’t seen patrols, but with the new troops, that might change.” The other men nodded, and Tarkington asked, “How much time do we need to get across the river?”

      Raker glanced at Vick, then answered. “In the dark, I’d say two hours.”

      Tarkington checked his watch and counted backward from sunrise. “Okay. We’ll move out at 2000 hours. That should be enough time to get in and out before dawn.” Tarkington finished, “Get some food and rack out. I’ll take first watch.”
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        * * *

      

      Tarkington awoke with a start. His eyes panned wildly, his brain trying to piece together where the hell he was.

      “Easy does it, Tark. It’s me, Wink.”

      Tarkington’s eyes focused, and he saw his second-in-command’s concerned eyes behind his darkened face. He pulled his arm away from Winkleman’s touch and growled, “I’m fine.” Winkleman just nodded and moved away.

      Tarkington rubbed his swollen eyelids. Flashes of the nightmare still lingered: Henry’s bullet-riddled body. He’d experienced nightmares before, but never in the field. He hoped this wasn’t some new chapter in his descent into…madness?

      He shook the vestiges of the nightmare from his head and pulled himself off the thin tarp. He folded it, then stuffed it into the side of his pack. He stacked the pack beside the radio set and piles of other gear.

      Stollman, Winkleman, and Raker would wear their emptied packs in order to spread the explosives, blasting caps, and det cord between them. Everyone’s pockets and ammo pouches burst with as much ammunition as they could carry.

      If the mission went off as they’d planned, there’d be no need for ammunition, but they’d learned long ago that the best laid plans rarely stood up to combat. If they had to run, they might not make it back here, and they wanted to be sure they could still fight.

      Before pushing off, Tarkington checked in one more time via radio, telling the Signal Corps trooper their expected timeline. The radioman had a canned response ready. Command wanted those guns gone at any cost. Tarkington acknowledged and signed off.

      He hunkered beside the rest of the squad and whispered, “Command has a bug up their butts over this airfield. Told me it’s essential we take out those guns…at any cost.” He shook his head. “Something’s gonna happen tomorrow, sure as shit.”

      The others nodded their understanding. Their dark silhouettes looked deadly.

      Tarkington uttered, “Move out, Raker.”

      Raker moved down the hill, and the others followed in single file, leaving plenty of space between them. Clouds skittered overhead, but stars shone through and the night wasn’t as dark as Tarkington would’ve preferred.

      It didn’t take long to reach the edge of the Markham River. Raker turned upstream and hugged the shoreline for a quarter mile. He stopped and signaled Tarkington forward. Raker pointed across the burbling water. “Airfield’s directly across.” Raker asked Vick, who crouched behind Tarkington, “This where you crossed?”

      Vick whispered, “Near enough, yes.”

      Tarkington studied the far bank. If he didn’t know better, he would’ve never guessed there was an airfield there. “No lights on,” he murmured. “Let’s hope they’re all asleep. Hand signals from here on out.”

      Everyone turned toward the river, and Tarkington touched Raker’s shoulder and pushed him slightly. Although the river had seen recent monsoon rains, the water didn’t reach the edge of the banks. Instead, mini-rivers snaked across the expansive mudflats. From above, it would look like a massive, multi-armed monster.

      Raker moved from cover, and his boots immediately sank deeply into the mud. Instead of hauling his boot out, he slung his carbine and lay onto his belly, dispersing his weight across the mud. He pulled himself along for twenty yards before he reached the first sliver of muddy water. He got his feet beneath him and signaled the next man to follow.

      Winkleman belly-crawled across the mud, following Raker’s track. Stollman moved next. Then it was Tarkington’s turn. He noticed Raker wading across the first distant strand of water. Water piled up on his upstream leg as he moved slowly across. The overall roar of the swollen river masked the noise.

      Tarkington shivered as the cold mud clung to his shirt and soaked into his skin. I’m too old for this shit. He clenched his teeth and pulled himself across the mud, foot by foot. The exertion quickly warmed his body, and by the time he reached the first tendril of water, sweat poured off his nose.

      He turned and spotted Vick ten yards behind. Tarkington stepped into the rushing flow. The bottom here was gravel, and the rushing water threatened to push his legs out from beneath him. He steadied, then waded across the fifteen yards, making sure of each step, until he exited onto yet another strip of mud. He saw Stollman’s silhouette ten yards ahead, pulling himself along on his belly. Tarkington shook his head and lowered his body into the mud and crawled after him.

      The closer they got to the middle, the deeper, swifter, and longer the water sections became. Stollman entered the deepest section. Within a few steps, the water reached his armpits. With each step, the flow pushed him downstream a few feet. By the time he finally reached the far bank, he’d dropped downstream thirty yards.

      Tarkington unslung his carbine and raised it over his head, then plunged in. The power of the water surprised him despite seeing the effects it had on the others. The water wasn’t cold, but it wasn’t warm either. He forced his legs to continue grinding forward until he finally reached the next stretch of mud. He turned and saw Vick gliding across. The water came up to his chin, but he still landed ten yards higher upstream than Tarkington had. At least the water had cleaned off most of the mud, but that would be short-lived as he once again belly-crawled to the far bank.

      He slithered in beside the others. They spread in a line just beneath the edge of the riverbank. They knew from their observation post that there was a layer of high grass separating the river bank from the airfield. Tarkington waited until Vick joined them, then motioned Raker to go look.

      Raker edged forward until his body bent over the embankment. He hesitated momentarily, then crawled forward. A long minute passed before his head peered over the edge and he signaled for them to move up. Tarkington slithered forward until he lay on the flat, grassy ground.

      The sound of the river cut off by half and was replaced by the incessant noise of buzzing insects. A sudden shiver racked Tarkington’s body, and he clenched his teeth to keep them from chattering. Malaria? he wondered, then discounted the thought and moved forward.

      He pushed aside the grasses and saw the airfield spread out before him. It didn’t look like much from their overlook position, and it still didn’t now that they were close. What the hell does the brass want with this place? he wondered again.

      The burnt-out husks of aircraft littered the edges of the airfield. Most were across the strip near the hangars, but they had pushed one to this side. He wondered if the Japanese planned to push it into the river. Probably strip parts from it first.

      He didn’t see any movement. No sign of the soldiers he knew occupied the area. The three transport trucks still sat idle at the far end of the strip, covered by camouflage netting. He tapped Raker’s shoulder, then pointed at the nearest airplane carcass.

      Raker nodded and pushed himself to his feet slowly. Tarkington grasped his arm just before he left cover. Raker looked annoyed but went back to ground when he saw Tarkington’s face. A two-man patrol walked along the edge of the airstrip, coming directly at them.

      All eyes went to Tarkington. If the Japanese continued on their present course, and there was little doubt they would, they’d pass just in front of their position. Tarkington weighed the consequences of taking the guards out. His men could do it quietly. He had little doubt about that, but how long before the pair would be missed? He signaled, and they faded back to the edge of the embankment.

      The two enemy soldiers sauntered along as though out for a stroll. They had their long rifles slung, and they talked in low murmurs. When they passed in front of Tarkington’s position, one stopped and cupped his hand to light a cigarette. The flare momentarily lit them up, and the smell of acrid smoke wafted over the GIs. Despite the recent air raid, these two didn’t seem to have a care in the world. Tarkington considered taking them out again. Their careless behavior screamed for it, but he stayed low, monitoring his breathing and hoping they’d move on.

      They stood there talking and smoking for ten long minutes. Then they finally moved off and disappeared into the darkness.

      Tarkington tapped Raker again, and he rose like a wraith and moved to the burnt-out transport plane. His silhouette blended with the twisted metal, and Tarkington tapped Winkleman’s foot. Winkleman moved toward Raker without a sound. Stollman went next, and then it was Tarkington’s turn. He looked back at Vick, who gave him a thumbs-up sign. Tarkington nodded, took one last look around, and moved across the open ground.

      When he joined the others, he pulled his carbine off his shoulder. He’d only use it as a last resort, but he felt better having it out and ready. The others followed suit.

      The next bit of open ground spread out before them. The Japanese had been working on improving the dirt airstrip when the bombers attacked. They’d left wheelbarrows with shovels and pickaxes sticking out haphazardly. One of the A-20’s bombs had exploded at this end of the airfield, leaving an enormous crater. They’d noticed it from their overlook position and decided they’d use it to help them cross.

      They searched the night for more patrols. After five minutes, Tarkington nudged Raker again. He nodded back, then moved from wheelbarrow to wheelbarrow until he made it to the crater. He stuck his head up and searched the hangar area. He signaled the all clear a minute later.

      Soon, they all huddled at the bottom of the crater. Tarkington had expected to be shot in the face as he crossed, but they’d all made it seemingly unnoticed.

      He peered over the lip of the crater and eyed the target hangar. The door had been shut, but despite the Japanese soldiers’ best efforts, a sliver of light escaped from a crack. It was slight enough not to notice from a distance, but from the crater, it marked their target like a beacon.

      Low voices from the right caught their attention. The front door of one of the few buildings still standing opened, allowing a streak of light to escape briefly. Three men entered and quickly shut the door behind them. The only sounds were the low hum of men working inside the hangar and the ever-present din of insects.

      They studied the target hangar. The one beside it lay empty and dark, the big door wide open. A section of wall had been damaged and looked ready to topple. The work on the ack-ack guns took place behind the closed doors of the one beside it. On either side of the target hangar, Japanese soldiers stood guard. Another stood directly in front of the hangar door. It would be impossible to approach without being seen.

      Tarkington felt time slipping past like sand traveling through an hourglass. They couldn’t stay here much longer. He sank to the bottom of the crater and motioned everyone to move close. He whispered, “Okay, this is what we’re gonna do…”
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      It took thirty minutes for everyone to move from the crater to inside the damaged hangar. It remained unguarded and dark. Besides the three guards at the occupied hangar, they hadn’t seen more enemy soldiers. Tarkington worried about the roaming patrol they’d seen but suspected they must be at the far end of the airfield or perhaps back in their barracks.

      The five GIs huddled in a dark corner. Sweat poured off their faces, despite the pleasant temperature. Various pieces of equipment dotted the ground, mostly out of commission by the looks of it. The smell of oil and gas permeated the air inside.

      Tarkington checked his watch. He whispered, “We’re ahead of schedule, but we need to get this done quickly.” He pointed at Raker and Vick. “First order of business is killing the guard on the near side.”

      Raker and Vick both nodded.

      Tarkington continued, “Stolly and Wink will set the charges along the wall and the corners. Don’t forget about the guard in front. If he hears us, we’ll have to take him out too.” It went without saying, but he said it anyway to make himself feel better.

      Stollman said, “I don’t think it’ll be enough. I mean, the hangar might come down on that side, but it might not damage what’s inside. I’d rather put charges directly on the guns.”

      Tarkington shook his head. “There’s no way to do that quietly. I can hear them working even now. They’ll be at it all night, and we can’t go in guns blazing or we’ll never get out.”

      Winkleman whispered, “I’ve got an idea.” He moved off from the corner. The darkness inside the hangar swallowed him quickly and completely. A few minutes passed before he came back and crouched. He pointed the way he’d come. “Barrels of gas over there. How ’bout a little accelerant, Stolly?”

      Stollman nodded, and his white teeth shone in the blackness. “Good idea. We’ll put a few barrels on top. That should be enough to set the place on fire nicely.”

      Tarkington asked, “How many barrels are over there?”

      “Eight.”

      “How many you need, Stolly?”

      “Three should do it. One on each bomb.”

      Tarkington nodded and added, “After the guard’s taken out, we’ll move the rest of the barrels to the wall and dump the gas. They’ll both ignite and add to the confusion.”

      Stolly’s grin grew, and he said, “I like that idea, Tark. You’ve got a sinister streak in you.”

      “Damned right,” Tarkington uttered. “Set the timers for twenty minutes.”

      Stollman’s grin disappeared. “Not much time to get out.”

      Tarkington said, “I know, but I don’t want the Japs to have enough time to dismantle ’em if something goes wrong.”

      Stollman said, “I’ll bury ’em. They won’t find ’em.”

      Tarkington bit back an angry retort and addressed him with only a slight twinge of anger. “The barrels will mark their locations. If they find one, they’ll find ’em all.”

      Winkleman added his two cents. “Let’s put a few decoy barrels out there. It’ll help with the fire. We can dump half the gas out in here so they won’t be so heavy.”

      Grunts of approval, and Tarkington said, “Okay, let’s get everything in place quietly first. The longer that guard’s alive and well, the better chance we’ll have of going unnoticed.” More nods and murmurs of approval. “Raker, you find us a doorway out of here. Rest of us’ll deal with the barrels.” He could see the whites of their eyes. He went through it all in his head one more time, then ordered, “Let’s go.”

      Prying the metal lids off the gas-filled barrels proved difficult and loud. Winkleman used his knife for leverage but stopped when the rusted lid made a horrible screech. Everyone stopped and held their breath.

      Raker appeared from the darkness and hustled over. He hissed, “Knock that shit off. I found a door along the side and got a look-see outside. The guard’s close—only yards away.”

      Tarkington asked, “Is he coming?”

      Raker shook his head. “No. He heard it, though. I saw him stiffen and look our way, but he didn’t do anything about it.”

      Tarkington cursed under his breath. “We need to take him out first.”

      Raker sighed and said, “He’ll be more alert now. It’ll make things harder.”

      Tarkington checked his watch: 0200 hours. “We’ll wait fifteen minutes. He should ease back into a stupor by then.” He asked his lead scout, “How’s the approach?”

      Raker answered, “Wide open. He’s about thirty yards from the door, and there’s nothing between him and us.” He pointed to the wall. Tarkington could hardly see his arm in the darkness. Raker said, “He’s right about there. The hangar walls are about twenty yards apart.”

      Vick had come closer to listen in.

      Tarkington asked, “Can you do it?”

      Raker licked his lips and pointed to Vick. “With Vick backing me up, yes.”

      Tarkington hated being in command sometimes, and this was one of those times. “You do it, Vick. Raker will back you up.” Raker tried to protest, but Tarkington hissed, “That’s an order.” Vick was even better than Henry had been with a knife, and the squad knew it. He had the best chance of success.

      Tarkington could barely see Vick’s face, but he saw him nod slightly, and Vick said, “I’ll get it done.”
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      Fifteen minutes later, Raker led Vick to the door along the side of the hangar. Instead of a solid door, it was actually a thatch weave hanging from twine. Raker pushed it aside, and Vick got his first look at his victim.

      The Japanese soldier leaned against the target hangar. He had his rifle slung over his shoulder, and he faced the other direction, toward the airfield. He didn’t look concerned in the least. In fact, he looked completely relaxed. Vick wondered if he might be asleep, but the penalty for sleeping on watch would be severe, and he doubted the soldier would risk it.

      Raker pointed a few yards closer, and Vick saw another thatch weaved door leading into the next hangar. Unlike the one he peered through, a heavy tarp partially covered that one, keeping most of the light from escaping. He could hear the tinkering of tools and men inside.

      He nodded slowly, acknowledging that he’d seen it. He pulled the six-inch, razor-sharp blade from the sheath along his ankle. It barely made a sound. Vick looked down the opposite alleyway. It ended in darkness. He could see the outline of tall trees against the dark night sky. He wondered if another guard stood watch back there. Probably.

      Raker held the thatch, and Vick eased from the hangar and into the alleyway. It would be best to approach from directly behind, so he moved across the twenty yards in a low, silent crouch. He got to the wall and hunkered. His heart pounded, and he worked to bring it back under control. His ears felt hot, and a drop of sweat lingered on the tip of his nose.

      He rose and took a step toward his prey, careful to use the side of his foot. The knife felt heavy. The soft leather handle felt natural in his hand, but he hated it—hated killing this way. He hated the Japanese as much as the next GI, but killing a man with a knife was far too intimate. Twelve by the knife, he mused to himself. Twelve too many.

      He shunted the thought from his mind, but it resurfaced: lucky number thirteen. He gritted his teeth. Don’t think about it. It’s only a number. Get it done.

      He closed to ten yards, passing the second thatch doorway without a sound. He forced himself not to glance that way, keeping his focus on the soldier’s sweat-streaked back. His eyes bored into his backside. He tried to look away, to keep his eyes focused just to the side like they had trained him to do, but he couldn’t force his eyes away.

      The guard stiffened suddenly, as though sensing something. He whirled around, and their eyes locked on one another. Vick saw the soldier’s abject fear as he realized his doom was upon him. The guard swung the rifle off his shoulder, but Vick was already launching from his crouched position like an uncoiling spring.

      Vick closed before the rifle came to bear, and he drove the blade into the soldier’s soft belly while pressing his hand over his mouth. They fell together, and Vick felt the soldier’s teeth dig into his palm viciously. He ignored the pain, keeping his hand locked in place. He cut sideways, feeling the gushing, sickening warmth of arterial blood
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