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PROLOGUE
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Western Pacific Ocean 1566

It began as a whisper of clouds gathering in the distance, slowly, insidiously imposing itself and flexing its atmospheric muscles. The air was thick, quiet, and ominous. Almost edible, you could cut it with a knife. Strangely hushed, as if telling someone a secret, the clouds began encroaching on the oak-on-oak galleon named Santa Maria like a thief. As the moments grew more dangerous and the night approached, the sea slowly began to boil like a pot of hot water, creating waves 50 feet high at first, which the galleon rode up one side of and skated down the other into a bottomless trough like a child’s rollercoaster. However, in 1566, there were no roller coasters, just hard men and hardships built and trained to endure the wrath of the sea. As the winds grew in magnitude, the barometer began dropping, leaving the galleon exposed to gusts reaching 80 miles per hour at first. The Santa Maria was a good ship accustomed to seafaring adversity. From pirates to weather, she was stout. This was just another storm. It would pass. No doubt. There was nothing to be concerned about. The Santa Maria was invincible.

She was copper-sheathed along the keel, stem to stern, double-planked oak on oak with the finest caulking made of cotton and oakum fibre soaked in pine tar to ward off the persistent ocean onslaught. The entire vessel’s hull seams were covered with putty, and the deck seams were covered with pine pitch. The multi-decked Spanish galleon carried an impressive arsenal of guns.

She was the flagship of the commander-in-chief, Fleet Capitana, the Duke of Medina Sidonia, and Maestre Francisco Arias de Bobadilla, the senior army general. Santa Maria had an overall length of 180 feet with a beam of 40 feet. She carried her heavy guns on two enclosed gun decks, plus multiple smaller weapons. As a Manila-to-Acapulco galleon, she was an obvious temptation for foreign powers and their privateers. Pirates, too, dreamed of taking a ship that could result in every crew member grabbing a lifetime's wages in a single day. In the early days, before the Pacific waters attracted other European ships on the prowl for loot, the galleons went unarmed, but the Spanish quickly remedied this oversight. The Santa Maria presented a formidable array of 60 cannons below and above deck, and she carried large crescent blades fixed to the yardarms, which were designed to cut the sails and rigging of any ship that dared get alongside. The elevated superstructures at her stern and bow provided marksmen with an excellent platform above an enemy ship.

These galleons were extremely important to the Spanish Crown. They were treasure ships which transported precious goods, including silk, spices, porcelain, silver, and gold, which had been imported from China, Burma, Siam, and beyond and brought to Manila in the Philippines for shipment to Acapulco, Mexico. It was known as the Pacific Treasure Fleet. Upon arrival in Mexico, the cargo was transferred from the Santa Maria to another fleet of galleons, then, along with the silver, gold, and other precious materials which had been extracted from the Americas, shipped on to Spain around the Cape of Good Hope at the southern tip of South America. The Manila galleons, meanwhile, returned to the Philippines loaded with silver and gold to buy more goods for the next trip.

Crossing The Pacific

The journey was a perilous one, with galleons usually leaving in June or July and using the trade winds to sail in a high arc that often crossed the 40th parallel. The Kuroshio Current, which originates in Taiwan, contributed another welcome push in the right direction. Despite these natural aids, it was not uncommon for a galleon to have to turn back to Manila if a series of storms was encountered or if the ship was too unwieldy because it had been overloaded with cargo. Precious cargo was stored below decks in galleons that could weigh in at up to 2,000 tons. The long voyage to the Americas was memorably described by the Italian Gemelli Careri, who made the crossing at the end of the 17th century:

“The voyage from the Philippine Islands to America may be called the longest and most dreadful of any in the world, as well because the vast ocean to be crossed being almost one half of the terraqueous globe, with the wind always ahead, as for the terrible tempests that happen there, one upon the back of another, and for the desperate diseases that seize people in 7 or 8 months, lying at sea sometimes near the line, sometimes temperate, and sometimes hot, which is enough to destroy a man of steel, much more flesh and blood, which at sea had but indifferent food.”

Not for nothing then did Spanish galleons have the letters AMGP painted on their sails. These letters represented the opening four words of the Hail Mary prayer: Ave Maria, gratia plena.

The voyage to the American continent, which was the ships' first sight of land, generally took six months, although it might take four or eight depending on wind and sea conditions. The galleons carried around 40 paying passengers as well as cargo, although no foreigners were permitted passage unless they acted as officers on the ship. With a poor diet and disease rife, it was not uncommon for 50 to 150 souls to die at sea during the voyage. When the galleons finally hit land in what is today Oregon or California, they then worked their way south following the coast, although not too closely, since the indigenous peoples were extremely hostile to any interlopers in their territory.

Two brothers, Miguel and Rodrigo Calvo, sat at the hard oak table in the sparse ship galley staring at each other, grasping their cups with both hands, sipping their coffee in between their shifts on the helm, bow watch, and pumping stations if necessary. Both men were tired but alert, with the growing storm knocking on the door.

The brothers were accustomed to foul weather, and rough seas were commonplace to them. Their concern for this storm was minimal. They embraced their fears and loved the tempest and the challenges facing them. They used these moments to reminisce and loved sharing memories whenever they could. It had been many months, and both men were still recovering from their equatorial crossing and the ceremony that accompanied it. They called it the Baptism of the Crossing. There was no escaping the crew when it came to losing one’s equatorial virginity. It happened when they made their first crossing from Spain bound for Manila off the coast of Brazil near Recife. First, there was the traditional shaving of the head. Both Miguel's and Rodrigo’s hair was particularly long, extending well below their waist. Straight and black, it was a significant accessory to their overall demeanour. And soon it would be removed, leaving the boy behind and venturing into manhood. The brothers looked forward to these little remembrances along their hard and arduous journey together. A moment to smile. A moment to bond. A moment to laugh.

“So, Miguel. Getting used to your new haircut?”

“Me?” he replied incredulously. “How about you, little brother?”

“For me, it was an easy transition. The pounding of the galleon on the open sea makes shaving almost suicidal. It was better to let my beard grow and simply keep it trimmed. With my hair gone, it’s a simple matter to wake up, scratch my head, and head off to work.”

Miguel responded, “The men all like us, Rodrigo. Even though they all know our status on this vessel, they have accepted us as one of their own. It was determined that upon shaving our hair off, it would be carefully braided and married to one of Manuel’s beautifully engraved, leather oval headstone pieces.”

Rodrigo, smiling, replied, “Attaching a sun-bleached, hand-carved oxtail bone from the end was great! Keeping them long was brilliant, and festooned with Chinese coins, small bones, gold rings, and silver trinkets from everyone was wonderful.”

Laughing hysterically, Noi said, “Then nailing them to the galley door as the door knockers for good luck for all to see was the best.”

The Calvo brothers grew up in a small village named Calella de Palafrugell in the province of Girona on the east coast of Spain. Their family lived and worked in this region for many generations. Their great-grandfather, Juan Navarro Calvo, began his work as a saddle maker, with his work being praised by the governor of the region at the time, named Leopoldo Navarro Calvo, who was appointed governor of the region by King Charles V and happened to be the brother of Juan Navarro Calvo. Most, if not all, of the saddles used by the military at the time were emblazoned with the Calvo stamp. Juan’s other brother, Memo, Miguel and Rodrigo’s uncle, was appointed by the King as well to be the ambassador to Spain. Being so close to the King, his power was almost limitless.

Many of the decisions made by Charles V were at the guidance of Uncle Memo. To say that Noi and Rodrigo grew up in a privileged world would be an understatement, but they weren’t spoiled. Their parents, especially their mother Adelia, were strict disciplinarians. Strict study habits were the rule, as well as helping around the estancia. Riding since they were little boys, their love of horses was only surpassed by their love of the sea. They loved to go fishing with their father, Eduardo Calvo and Uncle Antonio Sortino Calvo in the Balearic Sea, wandering to the far horizons and beyond, coming home after dark with Mahi Mahi, Wahoo, and Bluefin Tuna. Their attraction to the sea and their love of horses were rooted deeply in their souls. It was part of their Spanish heritage. Their DNA.

On many occasions, the brothers Calvo would venture on their own from the safe heritage arbour of Dania across to their favorite island, named Formentera. It was a short but daunting trip where they would fish and spend the night camping on the beach. Over the years, they encountered many fluky storms which seemed to creep up on them, but they never worried. Their skills were unsurpassed at the helm, even on their little periagua. Theirs had a broader beam and sturdier sails, which allowed for rougher seas. Building it with a deeper keel provided them with a sturdier trip through rougher waters. 

The brothers would spend countless hours mixing their imaginations with stories they’d heard from sailors who had sailed thousands of miles and had just returned from the archipelago. They would pretend to be aboard one of the large galleons that were passing their home in the distance every day. The brothers were painfully aware of what was going on in the world and getting restless to become part of it. 

Miguel, the younger brother, was forever complaining that time was passing too quickly. That they might “miss it all” if not careful.

Aboard the Santa Maria, coffee in hand, Miguel sat quietly for a moment staring at the galley door, then with a glimmer in his eye turned his head toward his brother and asked, “Rodrigo. Do you remember what you said when I told you about being afraid that with all of the galleons sailing the world, they might get left behind?”

“Of course,” Rodrigo replied, pausing a moment to reflect. “One afternoon while we were out fishing, between my curses to the elusive char that tormented me greatly, you looked over at me and said in an annoyed voice, “Rodrigo. I’m so bored. What shall we do to convince father that we’re quite capable of striking out on our own?”

“That’s right. You replied, “I’m not sure, Noi. You know how stubborn Papa can be. I’ve been thinking of a plan, however, that might work.”

“Quick, tell me,’ you replied. “What is it?”

I said, ‘I’m still working on it, but you know how Papa always defers to his brother Uncle Memo?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“Remember when we were having dinner with him last month and how frustrated he was in finding people he could rely on to man the galleons? We had just come back from riding, and how he wished he could find men as dependable as horses! Tough, strong men who he could count on when things got bad?”

“Yes.”

Rodrigo continued, “He also mentioned to Papa that he was going to be sending very large shipments of gold and silver to Manila every couple of months for payment for Molave and Tanguile wood for building the armada and its galleons, as well as for purchases made with the Chinese. He just couldn’t understand why a man wouldn’t want to go and play his part in helping Spain while being paid well.”

Miguel chimed in, “I remember that. Didn’t he also say that by the time the crews arrived in Acapulco, they were burned out from the journey, and it was difficult getting them to travel on to Manila?”

“He did,” Rodrigo replied.

“And then getting the cargo home to Spain from Manila was becoming a real problem. This new venture would take cunning and guile. Strength and determination if it were to succeed.”

“Yes. That’s right,” again Rodrigo replied.

“So, I asked you... What’s your plan, Rodrigo?”

“I’ll never forget. You said, ‘I’m 32 years old, and you’re 29, Miguel. It’s time we took our place in the long line of our family’s history. Standing apart from the common people, shoulder to shoulder with our ancestors. We will contribute to the family wealth and to the glory of Spain as well.’ You looked at me with such curiosity in your eyes and said, ‘Yes, Rodrigo. I know. I know. But how?’ I took your hand and said, ‘Here’s my idea. As you know, the Manila galleons carry a cargo of rolls of silk, Chinese porcelain, Persian carpets, jewelry, medicines, and rolls of Indian cotton cloth which have been brought down from the Orient back to Acapulco. There are exotic spices like cinnamon, clove, mace, pepper, and perfumes. There are always quantities of gemstones, uncut precious stones, and Chinese gold bullion, which is worth much more in the Americas and Europe.

“I remember that well. Then I asked you, “Where’s the idea, Rodrigo?”

You said, “I’m getting there. Paciencia, Miguel. Paciencia. The cargo is always stored below decks and tends to cross thresholds of 330 tons. Sometimes more if the captain feels lucky. The cargo is unloaded into the Acapulco storehouses. Officially, the goods can only be sold in Mexico, but if we re-export a certain percentage of the cargo we could get away with, say 20 percent, we could make anywhere from 150 to 200% profit on our investment. A roll of silk, for example, is worth 10 times more in the Americas than in Manila. We would make sure that the   Spanish Crown receives a cut of the trade, as well as the factors who brokered the deals in port. We should take care of the officers who could make a handsome profit above their salaries by selling a limited amount of goods they brought across in their personal luggage allowance.’ You exclaimed, ‘Rodrigo!’ excitedly. Remember?”

“I believe you poured us a glass of fine Port and said, ‘Wait, little brother. There’s more. Goods not sold at the Acapulco trade fairs could be transported overland in a few days to Veracruz on the Atlantic coast. There they will be sold or, in the case of Chinese porcelain, silk, and cottons, transported in the annual treasure fleet that sails to Havana and then Spain. There is already a huge demand for Ming porcelain, sought after by Europe’s aristocracy. That’s it. You and I will head up the venture from Manila. What do you think?”

“I asked you what you thought, and you said, ’It’s brilliant,” Miguel said, smiling from ear to ear. ‘Absolutely brilliant.”

“We’ll accompany the galleon with the gold bullion from Mexico to Manila; work with Uncle Memo and Enrique Salamanca to bring down and load the boats with the best quality goods, and sail back to Mexico to guide the venture along. You and me, little brother. What do you say, Miguel?”

“I asked you if the trip from Acapulco to Veracruz would be dangerous?”

“And you said, ‘Somewhat, but worth the risk. The road is established, and we’ll have plenty of protection. It’s only a few hundred kilometers.”

“What do you think Papa will say?’ you asked.

“That’s the tricky part. I’d like to get Uncle Memo’s blessing first, but that might not happen. We need to arrange a dinner somehow. Any ideas?”

“Ha! You had another stroke of genius.”

“Well, next week is Holy Week. I’ll bet papa would love to have the family together,’ you said. ‘Let’s get Mama to suggest it to him. We’ll spring the idea on them at dinner and get this thing going. I’m sure of it.”

As the brothers sat enjoying their trip down memory lane, sipping their coffee, a sudden, incredibly loud blast broke the sound of the wind and came roaring over, under, around, and through the galley. It surrounded the ship like a shotgun blast from hell, only a thousand times more powerful. Indeed, all hell had broken loose.

At the sound of the explosion, another crew member named Francisco Esperanza ran to the galley door and stepped outside with Rodrigo and Miguel looking on. A fierce gust of wind picked him up, slamming his head against the galley door transom, knocking him unconscious, and carried his lifeless body like a child’s rag doll deep into the black and daunting ocean night. He was gone in an instant.

Rodrigo dropped his coffee cup and immediately ran to the galley door to see what was going on. As he carefully held on to the side of the galley, head bowed down, fighting the ravages of the wind and pulling himself along the port side rail, he glanced up to the bow to see that the foremost mainsails had all been blown out and tattered to shreds, with their remnants flapping furiously in the now 165 MPH gusts. It reminded him of a bedsheet that had been blown away with a shotgun. A very large shotgun. The holes were easily 8 to 10 feet in diameter and flapping furiously. Rodrigo thought that the gunshot sound came from one blast of the wind tearing through the sheets. A gust so profound that nothing could stop it.

Because the grinding ocean gave no quarter, and despite her majesty, the Santa Maria was straining to maintain her ballast. What had started out as a Pacific storm was quickly becoming a force 5 Pacific typhoon with sustained winds upward of 195 mph. This storm was different somehow. It carried with it soul-wrenching turbulence unlike any storm the men had experienced before.

Despite her great strengths, impressive heritage, and staunch leadership, the storm ignored these qualities and grew in intensity. In preparation for the onslaught, all the sails on this square-rigger had been carefully gathered and lashed to their yardarms. Along with the cargo, all the weapons, ammunition, and provisions had been secured as well. The only thing one could do was to ride it out. Throughout the night and well after dark, the storm grew enormously. Like a great blanket of anguish, it haunted every man, tormenting them like a child’s bath toys.

Eduardo Echeveria, affectionately known as Pepito by the men under his command, was a tough, hard-nosed, no-nonsense commander with a wicked sense of humour, which belied his other great attribute, killing the enemy. No. He did it with such glee and acumen that the enemy posted a bounty on his head. He kept a tight rein on things aboard the Santa Maria, and in a word, was good for morale. His orders were clear and concise. His men respected him, and when he spoke, everyone listened.

By this time, the sound of the wind in the rigging was the voice of God, thought Echeveria, as he constantly had to pull himself to safety and stand upright. A deep baritone, haunting sound sustained its almost laughing quality, loudly permeating the entire ship and disappearing into the night with the horizontal mist of the waves breaking across the deck by men who were tied to the mizzen for protection.

The work now aboard the galleon had become systemically arduous and exacting. Pepito knew and thought out loud, “At sea, there is no room for error with 175 lines on either side of the ship attached to the pin rails.”

The crew watched Echeveria standing against the rail, screaming orders at the top of his lungs. With his arms flailing and his hair whipping in a thousand directions, he switched on his lamp and, holding it tightly in his hand, he yelled out, “Welcome to bedlam”, he paused, “the gateway to hell.”

His eyes were the eyes of a snake. Black and lifeless, yet somehow terrifyingly beautiful. Carved from his skull, his smile, like dice, glistened with every command. Everyone knew that he would do whatever the circumstances required. Danger oozed out of every pore in his body. It had been rumored that fear stepped aside to let him pass and insisted that God had commanded him to kill and gave him the skills to do it efficiently.

He said that this was being done to quell any resistance, and while it appeared cruel, it saved lives. He rode the railhead of life on the edge. His thoughts were always directed to the afterlife, which he was sure would complete the mystery of his existence. He just knew things that others missed. It was uncanny.

The world had no need for this man, yet it always seemed to require his presence when a nasty task or, in this case, a storm waited in the wings and called on him to accomplish it. He rambled up the ratlines faster than most despite his gimpy right arm. He had been wounded in what he called a useless and wasted skirmish one night during a forced boarding. He revealed the wounds where he had been shot with a musket four times. The wounds looked like fresh-colored fried eggs running up his back from left to right on either side of his spine. He should have died that day, but he didn't.

He learned to use his half-missing right arm again, and with his assassin's eyes gleaming, he stood tall, wearing his red scarf loosely tied around his neck. He was a hard man, knowing people were crazy and times were strange, and firmly believed that all the love in the world would never change the weakness of men. Life went on with or without him; even though the masters made the rules, he belonged to no one.

What the Santa Maria captain and crew now knew was that she was slowly taking on water along the keel and in areas where the caulking had been torn away from the intensity of the storm, adding to the weight she already was burdened with from her cargo of gold and silver bullion of 60,000 pounds—34 tons in all. She was double-planked along the keel and, therefore, more vulnerable to seepage when stripped of her caulking. She was taking on about 2,000 gallons of water an hour and needed to be bled. Quickly. As the sea became more ferocious, the planking became more porous and therefore more expendable.

Several groups of men had been assembled to create pumping circles around the bilge pumps mid-ship and aft, pumping strenuously under control 20 strokes before handing off to the man to his right, who would reach in and secure his handholds, working in harmony for the last few strokes so he wouldn’t lose the prime. It was a Flamenco dance performed under the harshest conditions, with everyone’s feet locked into position against the other man’s feet on either side, circling the pump handle, preventing him from slipping. If a man had to piss, he just pissed where he stood. The raging sea would wash it away.

Another line of crew was strung together like a string of pearls, pumping out the bosun’s hatch with empty buckets going in and full buckets going out and over the side. The hatch was strategically positioned just forward of the crew’s berthing compartments and housed the anchor windlass machinery used to raise and lower the anchor. This space was also used to store the crew’s gear and lines. Below this space was the chain locker where the anchor chain fed into when the anchor was raised. Considering the enormous size of the Santa Maria, it seemed almost futile to try bailing. In fact, it was comical. Yet every man pulled together to hold up his fair share of responsibility when the time came. Each man tied to the deck to keep from being washed overboard was normal. It was almost impossible to keep the lanterns lit, but the ones that did covered the deck with an eerie, chiaroscuro kind of lighting as well as the horizontal salt spray from the crashing waves, which traveled across the deck, disappearing into the distant starboard shadows of the sea.

As the night enveloped the ship, those shadows grew longer and more sinister and seemed to be alive, undulating and crawling like a black panther stalking its prey. All the color had been stripped away, leaving the simplest ghostly, black-and-white image of men’s blackened, distraught faces with heads bowed to avoid the peppering rain, transforming the crew into something akin to a Goya painting, who famously said, “In art, there is no need for color; there is only light and shade. Give me a crayon, and I will paint your portrait.”

Arms and legs moved in unison. Bodies detached from reality with black holes staring out from dark, hooded, oil-skinned rain gear where faces used to be, and ice crystals had formed around something that resembled a nose or a mouth. No one spoke too much if they spoke at all. The sound of the wind in the rigging was truly inspiring. It was the voice of God coming to testify. The howling was unbelievable. Deeper and deeper with every passing it echoed through the ship like a 1000-foot-tall, baritone banshee warrior spreading its cloak of sound over everything and everyone. Deep and brooding, it lamented the frailty of men. No one slept. Each crewman had a job to perform. Some were in the hold, some in the bilge. Some on the helm and others with specific positions near the pin rail, which he maintained throughout the storm. Each line attached to the pins performed an exact function, disappearing into the rigging high above. During extreme weather, it was customary to run out the foremost mainsails to help keep the nose of the ship in the wind. With no visible sky available, celestial navigation was out of the question, leaving dead reckoning as the final option. Keep the nose in the wind and ride it out.

Shipwrecked

Throughout the night, the galleon valiantly fought the onslaught of the wind and rain. The gusts had reached maximum velocity and were crushing the ship. The waves easily reached the prominent, squared-off rear stern, washing across the deck horizontally and threatening the lateen-rigged mizzenmast with her sloped, lateen-rigged yards, as well as the square quarter galley. Despite their efforts to keep the Santa Maria on course, the ship had been beaten back to the entrance of Manila Bay and was painfully close to and in the shadow of a small volcanic island named Corregidor. When asked to reach in and bear down on the wheel, the helmsman said, “Aye, Sir,” and pulled hard to port as Pepito watched, but nothing happened. Cursing, he said, “Fuck me. The wheel feels like it’s submerged in mud.” It was being held tightly in place by the downward drag of millions of tons of black ocean.

With every mountain of water she encountered, the ship traveled closer and closer to this unforgiving outcropping from the devil’s toolbox. Without her mizzen, her entire starboard side was exposed to the hellacious winds. The storm packed sustained winds of 195 miles per hour with gusts of 235.

A few men were nerveless and cool. Their insides were made of tempered steel, hazed by the vaporous fingers of God’s horizontal brushstrokes of torrential rain. No one seemed anxious to challenge the Fates. They waited in loneliness, anxiety, and fear for the sea to wreak its vengeance.

The ever-increasing sound of the wind in the rigging was Poseidon laughing, thought Rodrigo, as he pulled himself to safety. A deep, haunting sound that sustained its laughing quality loudly permeated the entire ship, disappearing into the night with the horizontal mist of the waves breaking across the deck, with men who were tied to the rail from being swept overboard for protection, crying silently for redemption. The suddenness of the storm and the fury of its arrival left them standing, waiting in the fury of its indifference.

The backlight from the remaining deck lights created a green, surrealistic spectral aura bouncing off the million horizontal raindrops racing toward the volcanic behemoth approaching from their stern. The cliffs had been disguised so carefully as shadows that they appeared to be natural formations opening their mouths like birds waiting to be fed. But they were anything but. Rodrigo slowly, painstakingly, hand over hand, made his way to the ship’s highest point at the aft deck to the lantern where he stood bathed in the eerie, wind-swept light in defiance of the elements. He was angry. His handsome good looks were etched with the trademark lines of experience.

Looking up into the firmament, he yelled, “Why do you do this to me?”

The voice of God responded through the wind, “You are not the end. You are the beginning.”

“Have I not done all that you asked of me?” And again, God replied through the wind, “These are the wishes you wished. These are the prayers you prayed. Power, authority, guidance, and patience are the gifts I gave to you. You prayed to me to be a better man. So be it. Be that man here and now.”

Holding the line with the ship’s forecastle rising and falling with each 200-foot swell, Rodrigo, grabbing his collar and holding it tight, hair and clothing straining against the wind, pulled himself into his final position of defiance, knowing that seven Spanish angels were waiting for him at the altar of the deep.

As the Santa Maria fought valiantly to maintain itself approaching the dark and dangerously jagged outcropping named Corregidor, a sweeping gesture of God’s hand lifted the sea and the Santa Maria in one mountainous gesture to an ungodly height, with Rodrigo standing tall, silhouetted against the lightning strikes, and swept it like dust into and over the island, crushing it into a thousand pieces.

Then, with breathtaking fury, the symphony was repeated in the other direction, only to be met with yet another mountainous wave slamming it and its cargo back into the sheer western-facing volcanic cliffs, driving the shards of what was once a mighty 350-foot galleon deep into the pitted subterranean caves of Corregidor, grinding it into the cracks and crevices, depositing the last remains of men, ship, blood, and treasure far into the bowels of that volcanic monster like Jonah being eaten by the whale.

Out there at the end of the world where time itself disappeared, and men lamented the futility of their lives, she was gone.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


Corregidor 1945

Though it lacked the importance to the defensive strategy of the Japanese that it previously had held for the Americans, it remained a formidable sentinel to the entrance to Manila Bay. Consequently, American planners thought it merited a separate attack.

MacArthur's strategy was to make a combined amphibious and airborne assault among the most difficult of all military maneuvers to retake the island, which had been lost to the Japanese some years before. Although this particular plan of action had been used to good effect during the Luzon landings, the airborne phase was risky. As small as it was, at just five square miles, the tadpole-shaped island made a difficult target for a parachute drop.

Complicating the strategy, the paratroopers were required to land on a hill known as “Topside,” the island's foremost dominant terrain feature. Command’s staff balked at the proposal, but on the other hand, there was little choice, and the fact that it would be a complete surprise to the Japs made it a priority. From Topside, the Japanese could dominate all possible amphibious landing sites if they kept it, and that was unacceptable. The American premise was that the Japanese would certainly not expect an airborne landing on such an unlikely target, especially on the windward side of the island on a moonless night.

Captain Luke Kopechne’s command of 45 of the toughest, battle-hardened men would be the first to jump in, and despite the inherent danger they relished the night jump and possible fighting which might happen. They came in two waves: one from the north and the second wave from the west, following the offshore updrafts to guide them in and onto the side of Suribachi. Standing in the door of the drop plane, Kopechne—whom his men affectionately called Preacher—smiled his million-dollar, Pepsodent smile and shouted out to his men, “I feel like a fucking monkey. If I miss the LZ, I’ll see you guys in hell.” Whereupon his men responded, “Booyah.”

One by one, each man hooked up to the canopy suspension line overhead and kissed Birdie as he left the aircraft for luck. So far, the first two coordinated assaults had left 169 dead and 531 wounded. The 34th Infantry Regiment had suffered 38 killed and 153 wounded. A coordinated shelling as a diversionary tactic along the northwest ridge of Suribachi, allowing Kopechne’s men to get in position, was scheduled for 24 hundred hours.

At 24:00, facing 18-knot winds over the drop zones, the first of Kopechne’s troopers began dropping out of C-47 troop carriers and floated down on the surprised Japanese defenders. His fears always began to tell around midnight. Especially a night jump. He did pretty well until the sun set. His memories always started around midnight when he tried to stand up against them. Midnight knew it too and relentlessly pounded his heart when the internal bleeding of crystal-clear tears splashed up against the back of his opaline green eyes.

He realized that everything he knew was out
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