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        Norfolk, Virginia

        February 21, 1944

      

      

      Abby Cooper’s mind drifted as she turned slow circles over the Atlantic off the Virginia coast, awaiting instructions from the navy boys onshore. The T-6 Texan’s flight stick felt good in her gloved hands. Even in late February, the cockpit warmed as the sun’s heat passed through the plexiglass. Any warmer and she’d need to pull the gloves off. She hated flying with sweaty hands.

      Since becoming a WASP flyer, she’d moved from Sweetwater, Texas, to Norfolk, Virginia, for her new job towing targets for the U.S. Navy. She enjoyed it, but she’d already put her transfer request in for the ferry pilot program. She’d always intended to be a ferry pilot, but had signed up for the towing gig because of the reliable schedule. Her priority had been to be there when her best friend, Beatrice Malinsky, gave birth to her first child.

      She thought back to that happy day as she slowly orbited. She’d gotten a call, not from Beatrice, but from Sal. He told her that the doctor expected her to go into labor any day over the next week. She still didn’t know how she felt about Sal and would rather have heard from Beatrice, but Bea had been bedridden over the past week and Sal had been there to take care of her, so she couldn’t complain.

      Sal had come from her past life in Seattle and into her new life in Sweetwater, completely out of the blue. At first, she’d resented him being there. She still hated him for his involvement in her father’s illegal and immoral business dealings. She thought he’d be better than that—expected it, actually. But her attitude softened as she saw how he and Beatrice got along together. There was an undeniable spark between them and it wasn’t just because Beatrice was in such a vulnerable position. They couldn’t take their eyes off one another. It reminded her of her own relationship with Clyde.

      After Sal’s call, she asked for a few days off. Since the weather had been awful and would be for the foreseeable future, her commanding officer reluctantly agreed. Sweetwater was some 1,500 miles away. She’d hopped a train and started the long rail ride spanning nearly half the country.

      Miraculously, she arrived in Sweetwater on the very day Beatrice went into labor. When she’d burst into Beatrice’s rented house, and saw the note telling her they’d gone to the hospital, she’d nearly cried in frustration. All that way, and she might’ve already missed it? She hopped on the rusty bicycle she found in the garage and pedaled as fast as she could to the hospital.

      She burst in and saw Sal pacing in the waiting room of the tiny hospital. Nurses rushed back and forth from a room. When the door opened, she could hear her friend’s grunts and groans. She rushed to Sal and gasped, “Am I too late?”

      Sal never let anything bother him, but Abby saw his pale, sweaty face and wondered if something terrible had happened. But he gave her a tight smile and pointed at the door where a nurse had just entered. “I don’t think so. She’s in there. They won’t let me in.”

      “Well, of course not. It wouldn’t be appropriate,” she said in exasperation.

      She burst into the room. Two harried nurses looked up from their tasks and glared. A young doctor sat on a wooden stool propped firmly in front of Beatrice’s propped up legs. He never looked away from the task at hand.

      Beatrice’s red, sweat-streaked face changed from pain to joy for just a fraction of an instant when she saw her best friend. “You made it,” she gasped, then was interrupted with a long, painful contraction.

      The baby, a beautiful little girl with a full mop of hair, came only an hour later. Abby thought it had to be the most beautiful moment of her young life. The shriveled little being squawked, lodging a formal complaint about her new accommodations, but quickly quieted when she latched onto Beatrice’s breast and enjoyed her first meal.

      Abby snapped from the happy memory when the radio squelched in her ear. A tinny voice said, “Red One, this is Zeke Four. Do you copy? Over.”

      She’d missed the first call. “This is Red One. Please repeat last. Over.”

      “Red One, you asleep up there? Over.”

      “Negative Zeke Four. You broke up. Over.”

      “Red One, the shooters are ready for you. Unfurl the target and start your pass when ready. Over.”

      “Zeke Four, starting my turn now. Unfurling the target in three minutes. Over.”

      “Roger. Proceed. Over.”

      Abby found the ship that would shoot at her. She chuckled. That’s what it always felt like. She imagined the young sailors down there on their guns, licking their lips in anticipation. She hoped they weren’t complete novices this time. She’d had plenty of those already and sometimes she wondered if they really were shooting at her. At least the gunners with more experience actually could hit the target, but sometimes she wondered how they’d ever hit a maneuvering aircraft with ill intent.

      She leveled off, checked her speed and altitude, then unfurled the target. The lines unwound behind her, then the target snapped into place with a whip-crack sound. She felt the slight tug of resistance and adjusted her throttle and RPMs accordingly.

      She radioed. “Zeke Four, this is Red One passing through the target zone in thirty seconds. Over.”

      “Red One, roger. The cannon cockers are standing by. Over.”

      “Remind ’em to aim for the target, not me . . . over,” she said only half-jokingly. Zeke Four didn’t respond, and she wondered if the entire ship’s crew listened in on the frequency. Most likely, but she didn’t regret giving them a subtle reminder.

      She kept the T-6 on a steady course. She glanced at the ship, sitting broadside so all the gunners would have a chance. The trainers told her not to look. She’d have the urge to evade instinctively, but she couldn’t help herself. She always looked.

      Tracers suddenly streamed up at her. She ducked, even though it wouldn’t save her if the gunners hit her fuselage with their big 20mm cannons and .50-caliber machine gun rounds. She heard the roar of multiple weapons firing all at once. Even from this distance, it sounded terrifying. What would it sound like if those rounds struck her aircraft? So far, that hadn’t happened. None of the WASP flyers had experienced such incidents yet. A few close calls, but no friendly ordnance had struck an airframe.

      As she finished her first pass and flew out of range, she looked back at the target. It was still completely intact. Nice shooting, boys, she mocked to herself.

      She made a wide turn and approached the shooting gallery from the opposite direction this time. The image of the captain who’d given her final check ride came to mind. He’d been very upfront about his combat missions in Europe. He knew what those rounds hitting his aircraft felt like. She wished she’d quizzed him more about it. He must be back overseas by now. Was he still alive?

      Her thoughts shifted to her husband, Clyde. His letters came with regularity now that they had taken him off the line and he was back in Australia with the rest of his paratrooper unit. His letters had taken on their regular upbeat tone, a far cry from the one he’d written her from the front lines. That one had chilled her to the bone and made her worry not only about his physical safety but also about his mental well-being. He’d obviously experienced things he didn’t talk about in his letters. She hoped one day he’d be able to open up to her, but for now, she was happy to know he was safely out of the crosshairs.

      She settled against the parachute she sat on. She set her speed and altitude for another pass through the shooting range. “Zeke Four, this is Red One, making another pass. Over.”

      “Roger Red One, they’re ready for you. Over.”

      She settled into the cockpit as low as she could manage. She peeked over the fuselage at the exact moment every gun opened fire. The tracers seemed much closer this time. She clutched the stick and fought the urge to push her throttle. With more experienced gun crews, they sometimes varied the speed, but it could be dangerous to the pilots because the gunners might overcompensate their leads.

      She tore her eyes away from the blinking muzzle flashes and concentrated on flying. Suddenly she felt and heard a sound she’d feared hearing since starting this job—heavy bullets hitting metal.

      The stick shook in her hand and the left rudder pedal slammed into the sole of her foot. She sat upright and looked out the back. A large-caliber bullet or cannon shell had passed through her rudder, shredding the bottom half.

      She instinctively cut the line towing the target and sped up out of the gunnery range. The radio squawked, but she ignored it while she fought to control the aircraft. She tested the elevator by pulling back on the stick. It felt a little heavier, but her nose lifted with the input.

      She finally answered the desperate calls from Zeke Four. “Zeke Four, I’m okay. Some dummy took out half my rudder, but I won’t have a problem making it back to the airfield. Over.”

      “Thank God, Red One. Turn on heading of one eight seven. The Tower’s been notified and you’re cleared to land. Emergency vehicles are standing by. Contact the tower as you approach. Over.”

      “Roger Zeke Four. I hope that sailor gets what’s coming to him. Over.”

      “Just get her down safely, Red One. Over and out.”

      Abby flew the heading, keeping tabs on the aircraft all the way. They trained to expect the unexpected while flying, but nothing else went wrong. The rudder felt odd, but there was enough of it left to maintain good flight characteristics. It just wasn’t as responsive and had a little stiffness and shudder to it now.

      She landed without incident. Firetrucks and ambulances screeched out to where she parked and men dressed in fire suits surrounded the T-6 holding water hoses. A mechanic hustled up the wing and assisted her with the harness. She stepped out of the fuselage and onto the wing, then waved at all the rescue crew personnel. “I’m fine. I’m fine.”

      Once clear of the airplane, crews descended on it as though it would burst into flames at any moment. She said to the mechanic who led her toward the hangar, “They’re overreacting, don’t you think?”

      “They haven’t had an emergency in months. They’re itching for some action.”

      The mechanic passed her off to Glenda Ronnistat, her commanding officer. She watched the emergency crews poring over the T-6. She shifted her gaze to Abby. “You okay, Abby?”

      “Of course. It’s just a ding out of the rudder. No problem at all.”

      “Captain Raleigh, the ship’s CO, called to ask about you. He also apologized for his gunner’s shooting skills, or lack thereof.”

      “Well, I’m fine. I suppose the T-6 is out of commission for a few days, though.”

      “Yes, well, that won’t matter. You feel up to flying tonight?”

      Abby hadn’t been slated to fly that night, Agatha Bailey had been slotted to fly spotlight practice.

      “Sure thing. Something happen to Agatha?”

      “She’s sick. She can’t keep anything down. The doctor grounded her, fearing she’s too dehydrated to fly. You haven’t flown spotlights, have you?”

      “Not yet, no.”

      “Well, they’re a hoot and no one’s shooting anything except bright lights at you. Plus, you’ll be flying the P-40.”

      Abby’s eyes lit up. She’d flown the P-40 a few hours and loved it. It was a true warbird, a real pursuit aircraft. “That sounds a whole lot better at the moment.” She laughed and followed Glenda into the office.

      “You’ve got a few hours to get some food and a shower if you want it. You go up at 2200 hours.”

      “So late?”

      “The moon sets about that time. The CO wants complete darkness for this one. His boys are heading overseas soon and he wants to make the exercise as hard as possible for them. Briefing’s at 2130 hours.”

      “Okay, see you then.” Abby hustled to the barracks. She wanted to read up on the P-40 as much as possible before the flight. She felt comfortable in any aircraft, but being prepared was a hallmark of safety and a basic tenet of aviation.

      Once in the barracks, she held out her hand. It shook slightly, and she formed a fist and squeezed. On the surface, the incident hadn’t really affected her, but perhaps her subconscious had something more to say about that.
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        * * *

      

      Abby had time for a meal, so she joined other WASP flyers in the mess hall. She sat among them and the questions about being hit came quickly. She answered them as best she could. Chandra Moore asked, “Does it bother you?”

      “What? Being shot at? It’s part of the job.”

      “I mean, how close you came to buying the farm. If that cannon round hit even a foot further up, it would’ve torn the T-6 in half. At that elevation, you’d barely have time to get out, let alone pull your parachute.”

      Abby gulped. She hadn’t thought about just how close she’d come to disaster. Up till now, it almost seemed like a lark, but Chandra’s question hit her hard. She’d literally dodged a bullet.

      “I guess I hadn’t really thought about it that much, but you’re right, it was close.” She pictured what would’ve happened: the tail would’ve ripped off, sending the front-heavy fuselage end over end. Most likely, she wouldn’t have had a chance to unhook her harness. She would’ve certainly died on impact or drowned soon after hitting the ocean.

      Chandra placed a hand gently on her shoulder. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to spook you. Just kinda makes you think.”

      Abby forced a smile. “It’s okay. I guess I haven’t really had time to fully process things.”

      “You’re going up again tonight?”

      “Yes, but no one will shoot anything at me this time . . . well, except light beams, I guess.”

      Chandra slurped beef stew, minus the beef. Between bites she said, “Have you done that yet? The night attacks, I mean?”

      “Not yet. Sounds fun and I’m thrilled to be flying a real pursuit again. The P-40’s a gem of an airplane.”

      “Just watch your speed. They get fast, quickly, especially in a dive.”

      “I’ll be careful,” Abby assured her.

      She finished the rest of her meal in silence. The other flyers left by ones and twos until she found herself alone with just her thoughts. She shivered, thinking how close she’d come to dying. Clyde would never forgive her. The irony hit her. He was overseas fighting a stalwart enemy, yet she’d been the one that nearly died on the very coast he struggled to defend. Would they send him home if she died? She thought so and it just added to the irony—by dying, she might save her own husband from the same fate.

      She stood abruptly. This kind of thinking did no good and probably made things worse. She vowed not to think about the incident for another moment. She had a mission to prepare for.

      A few hours later, she sat in the cockpit of the P-40 and marveled at the lit-up instrument panel. It wasn’t too different from the Texan, just more knobs and gizmos. The seat didn’t feel as comfortable as the plush Texan, but she’d get used to it. The only padding came from the heavy parachute she sat upon.

      The night air blew through the open canopy as she painstakingly went through the engine start-up sequence. The engine sparked to life and smoke billowed into the cockpit. Abby loved the smell, and the power she felt at her fingertips was intoxicating. Every light at the airfield glowed, illuminating her immediate surroundings. Beyond the lighted area, darkness prevailed. She couldn’t see much beyond the pool of light, but she’d soon be flying through the inky blackness. Night flying came with its own level of terror, but at least it wasn’t a cross-country flight.

      The tower controller cleared her to taxi, and she weaved the high-nosed Warhawk side-to-side in order to see the taxi-way. The controls felt solid in her hands and beneath the soles of her feet.

      Once on the runway, she lined up on the centerline and smoothly pushed the throttle forward. She pressed the rudder pedals to counteract the torque of the large spinning propeller blades as the aircraft picked up speed. The faster the aircraft traveled, the less input she needed to give. The tail wheel lifted and the P-40 eased off the tarmac when her speed hit 150 mph.

      In an instant, she left the comforting glow of the airfield lights and entered the darkness. The transition left her slightly breathless and she felt a momentary spike of panic deep in her guts, but it quickly vanished. She’d trained for this, and exhilaration quickly overcame any fear.

      She felt the cool breeze and reluctantly closed the cockpit glass, shutting out the wind noise. She climbed away from the glowing airfield and quickly glanced over her gauges. The engine purred like a content alley cat after a meal of stinky fish.

      She set her heading and continued climbing until she reached ten thousand feet. She marveled how quickly she’d gained the altitude. The Warhawk had plenty of power.

      She imagined what it would be like for the pilots overseas. P-40s had seen a lot of combat so far. Combat pilots had stacked an impressive tally of kills using the P-40 both in the Pacific Theater and the European Theater, but they still complained that the Axis aircraft were superior in many ways.

      She glanced at the glowing gauge telling her the gun ports held zero ammo. What would it be like flying into combat with fully loaded gun ports? Flying mock attacks as she’d do tonight would be the closest thing to combat she’d ever see.

      She heard the radio crackle in her headset, then heard the laconic voice from the ship she’d be attacking. She radioed back, telling the young man to light up the target.

      Even though she couldn’t see it, she knew she flew over the ocean some four miles out from shore. Her target would be a floating dock that they’d set on fire only a quarter mile off the port side of the destroyer, which would try to pinpoint her with spotlights.

      Even though she flew only a few miles off the East Coast of the United States, she saw no lights. People took light-discipline seriously here. They had spotted more than a few Nazi submarines in the waters beneath her wings. Some merchant marines had given their lives not far from this very spot.

      The thought chilled her to the bone. Being blown to smithereens was one thing, but dying of exposure in a cold, relentless sea only miles from home was a different matter. She’d heard stories of bloated bodies washing up on shore—found by ordinary folks out for a morning beach walk.

      Suddenly, a flare of light sparked, and she spotted the flames marking the target. She keyed her radio. “Target in sight. Attacking in one minute.” Her adrenaline spiked, and she barely heard the acknowledgment reply over the pounding in her ears. She felt like a hunter. She remembered her mother telling her to be a lioness. Well, this was as close as she’d likely ever get.

      She lined up on the glowing target and pushed the stick forward, pushing the Warhawk into a dive. She adjusted her position until her eye looked through the gunsight. Her finger went to the trigger even though she knew it would only activate the camera and not the six deadly .50-caliber wing-mounted machine guns.

      Beams of light suddenly sliced through the darkness. She ignored them, keeping her dive speed in check and her gunsight centered on the glowing target. The beams of light swung from side to side. From the corner of her eye, it was difficult to tell how far or close the sailors were to spotting her.

      With the target filling her gunsight, she depressed the trigger and imagined what it would feel like to unleash such a deadly stream of lead. She kept the trigger mashed for ten seconds, doing the loose math in her head—six hundred index finger–sized bullets would’ve torn the tiny floating platform apart.

      She pulled up only a few yards over the top of the target. Her body weight increased to three times normal as her butt pushed into the seat. She darted into the night and none of the beams of light found her. She couldn’t contain the yell, “Yeehaw!” She laughed as she climbed away. She couldn’t resist a snappy barrel roll. At night, no one would see.

      She calmed herself before calling into the controller. “Spike One, this is Candy Two. I’ve completed my first pass, preparing for pass number two. Over.”

      “Roger Candy Two. Proceed with your mission.”

      She thought she heard disappointment in his voice. She’d completed her attack and hadn’t been spotted. She glanced behind and saw the spotlights darting her way, knowing she’d be climbing away from the target, but no light beams came close. Perhaps she’d slow her dive this time to give them a better chance.

      She lined up for the attack again. The target still burned, but the flames weren’t as robust. She decided to help the navy boys out a little. “Starting my attack, now.”

      She didn’t get a response, but the beams of light pulsed toward her position a moment later. She pulled the throttle back and pushed the nose over until the target centered in her gunsight again. Her finger hovered over the trigger and she split her time between monitoring her speed, the target, and the light beams.

      She was just about to pull the trigger when her world turned bright white. She shielded her eyes, but it was too late. All she could see were colorful dots. She pulled on the stick, knowing she might be too late.

      She shut her eyes tight as the g-forces built and waited for the crash that would end her young life, but it never came. She opened her eyes to slits and saw the spotlights still illuminated the P-40, but now it came from behind and wasn’t as blindingly bright. She blinked away the spots and leveled off, then checked her gauges.

      The radio blared in her ears and she noticed the concern in the sailor’s voice. “Candy Two, are you okay? Over.”

      She rubbed her eyes before replying. “Roger Spike One. I’m fine. Your boys got me good, though. Congratulations. Over.”

      “You got pretty low, Candy Two. Over.”

      She bit her lower lip but didn’t respond. The lights still illuminated her and it annoyed her. She yanked the stick left, then pulled back, reversing her course. The beams of light couldn’t keep up and frantically tried to reacquire her but couldn’t.

      She cursed herself. She wasn’t supposed to fly as low as she did, and now she understood the reasoning. Would Glenda find out? Surely the gun cameras would give it away, but they only reviewed them if there was an incident they needed to investigate. She hadn’t pressed the trigger on the last pass, so there’d be nothing to see.

      She keyed the mic. “You ready for another attack, Spike One? Over.”

      “Roger Candy Two. Ready when you are. They’re raring to go now. Over.”

      “I won’t make it easy on you this time. Over.”

      She could hear the laughter in his voice. “Give it your best shot, Candy Two. Over.”

      She climbed to attack altitude and found the target far below. The slices of light searched, but they weren’t close. She smiled and realized she loved this job more than anything she’d ever done. She pulled the Warhawk into a loop, then leveled her wings and dove on the target. I’m a lioness.
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        East China Sea

        Unknown Island, northern Philippines

      

      

      Frank Cooper sat on the beach and watched the gentle waves of the East China Sea lap against the sand. The rhythmic in and out hiss made his eyes droop. A month had passed since the bizarre game, which had ended the lives of the Japanese sailors and that of Private Glenn Madison. He closed his eyes and thought he could still hear Glenn’s pleading calls for his mother as he took his last few breaths.

      One of the young native boys suddenly plunged his pointed stick into the depths and soon held up a good-sized flailing fish, skewered just behind the gills. He held it up for Frank to see. Frank’s eyes were slits, but he smiled and nodded to the boy.

      He’d seen the same scene played out countless times, but the children always looked for his approval. When did youthful joy finally turn to jaded adulthood? Was there a certain age, or did it just happen randomly for each person? He hadn’t smiled like that in ages. Such simple lives they lived. Happy lives.

      Grinning Bear snorted beside him and woke himself. He startled and sat up abruptly, but quickly relaxed. He rubbed his hair, which had grown much longer than any good marine would find acceptable.

      “Dreams?” Frank asked his friend.

      “Yeah. I was back on Corregidor.”

      “Seems like another century.”

      “Remember the tunnel? Remember how the dust and concrete fell from the ceiling during all those bombardments?” Frank nodded and Grinning Bear continued. “I was suffocating. In the dream, I mean.”

      Frank gazed out over the empty ocean. “So many men didn’t make it out of there. Seems impossible that we’re still alive.”

      “Don’t get all introspective on me again. We’ve got it good, that’s all that matters.”

      “We can’t stay here forever, Larry.”

      Larry Grinning Bear squinted up at him. They’d had this conversation countless times. “We can, actually. But the question is: should we?”

      “You having second thoughts again? You know how I feel. We need to get back into the war.”

      “For all we know, it might already be over and done with.”

      “That’s bullshit and you know it. I thought we agreed on this.”

      “Yeah, I know. Just easy to talk big when we’ve got full bellies and plenty of water. Might wish we’d never left if we have to dodge bullets and bombs again. Not to mention sharks and the open ocean.”

      “You just don’t wanna leave your new squaw,” Frank said with a leering smile.

      Grinning Bear said, “And you’re just jealous.”

      Frank laughed and threw a small, perfectly smooth stone at him. “I must say I get sick of hearing your damned war whoop whenever you finish your business. It’s embarrassing.”

      Grinning Bear laughed with him. “You’re one to talk.”

      Frank thought about the woman he’d bedded a few times. The touch of her soft brown skin and her loving manner had increased his health as much or more than the daily food and water, but she wasn’t exclusive to him—not like Grinning Bear’s girl. He didn’t hold it against her. She was young and beautiful and the men outnumbered the women on this small island.

      Frank turned serious. “I wouldn’t blame you if you changed your mind. Leaving paradise—well, it might be a stupid decision—but I just have to get back into it. I don’t know why, but I feel I just have to.”

      “The full moon’s just two days away.”

      Frank nodded. The headman, who they called the Shaman, had used his hands and sand drawings to lay it all out for them. From what they gathered, the water lanes, which acted like invisible highways, shifted closer this time of year and they could paddle their dugout canoes out to them and ride the current toward bigger islands to the south. The Shaman made it sound as though the opportunity was finite, but Frank wondered if he simply wanted to be rid of them. After all, they were eating their food and screwing their women. They helped as much as they could with the day-to-day business of survival, but they mostly just got in the way.

      “I’m going with or without you, Larry. I’ll send someone your way once I hit friendly lines.”

      Grinning Bear tossed a stone into the tidal pool. It splashed the boy’s back, and he turned and grinned awkwardly. “No need. I’m going with you. All this peace and quiet will likely drive me crazy eventually.”

      Relief flooded Frank, but he didn’t let on. He couldn’t imagine being apart from his friend. “Gale’s still planning on staying here.”

      Grinning Bear’s jaw rippled. “Good. We’ve seen his true colors.”

      Gale had tried to keep Grinning Bear and himself off the piece of floating jetsam after their transport ship sank off the coast. Frank had been unconscious at the time, but Grinning Bear told him the tale and never forgave him.

      “Micah and Neil were in on it too,” Frank stated.

      “Yeah, but Gale was the ringleader. He’d sooner cut our throats than let us tell that story. Probably why he isn’t coming—figures we’ll die out there before we find any friends. Then he can tell whatever story suits him if he’s ever rescued.”

      The young boy speared another fish and held it up jubilantly before plopping it onto the growing pile of fat, colorful fish.

      “Should be enough fish to last us a while,” Frank said.

      “If I never eat another fish for as long as I live, it won’t be long enough.” Grinning Bear hefted himself to his feet.

      He looked nothing like he’d looked only a month before. They’d all filled out—gaining ropy, powerful muscles attributed to their daily swims, walks, and even a few sedate games of Brain Ball, as they came to call it.

      They didn’t play as aggressively since that fateful match against the Japanese, but they still came away with nasty cuts and scrapes. The natives loved playing them and usually beat them handily, but the Americans surprised them a few times. The women were especially susceptible to their charms after the matches and Frank wondered if all the blood secretly revved their engines, or perhaps it was just all the scantily clad, sweaty men running around like lunatics trying to beat each other to pulp.
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        * * *

      

      The warm evening breeze blew in their faces as they stood beside the two outrigger canoes the natives had given them for their journey. Grinning Bear stood beside the woman he’d been bedding with. She hugged him fiercely, and he kissed the top of her head. Frank wondered if he really had feelings for her, or if it was simply a relationship of convenience. Neither spoke the other’s language, but he supposed that didn’t really matter.

      The Shaman stood with his arms raised, holding his ever-present staff. He spoke loud and deep, and everyone turned to listen. He droned on for nearly five minutes. None of the Americans had a clue what he said, but he sounded sincere.

      With the speech finished, the natives hefted the canoes and pulled them the rest of the way into the sea. The canoes bobbed at the lapping waves. They’d practiced paddling the canoes around the island a few times, using the heavy paddles the natives had carved for them. Despite the outriggers, they still managed to tip once or twice before figuring out their balance. The last time they’d circumnavigated the island, they’d done it in record time and hadn’t come close to capsizing. But no one doubted they’d have a hard time if the seas turned rough.

      Stacked in the center of each canoe was extra food and water. Dried fish mostly, but also fruits and even mashed fruit paste mixed with coconuts and spread into halved coconut shells. A delicacy that they were thankful for.

      Through hand signals and drawings, the Shaman told them they’d reach land in three days if they stayed in the current and did nothing. Less time if they paddled. They’d conferred and decided they’d paddle most of the time to keep their daylight exposure to a minimum. They had seen little shipping traffic since landing on the island, but a few times they’d seen smoke on the horizon. It would be terrible luck to be spotted by a passing Japanese ship, but they wanted to keep the possibility to the minimum.

      The amount of dried fish seemed more than they needed even if they took the full three days, and the pile of fresh fish was an even deeper mystery. They had no way to cook the fish. When they tried to ask about it, the Shaman made many emphatic gestures until they finally nodded their agreement, although they had no idea what he meant.

      Frank hopped into the back of a canoe and steadied the rails as Grinning Bear entered and stepped to the front. Grinning Bear sat down heavily and turned back to his woman, staring at him forlornly from the beach. He waved, and she flashed him a smile, then ran up the beach and out of sight.

      Frank gave him a sideways grin. He felt bad taking him from a woman who obviously felt some love for him. “You sure about this?” he asked lamely.

      “Course I am. Let’s go.”

      Neil and Micah sat in the other canoe beside theirs, waving at the natives. Both of them had also been with native women, but nothing past carnal desires formed. The native men pushed them off, and the canoes sliced easily through the tidewaters.

      Frank hefted the paddle and stroked steadily. Grinning Bear gave one last wave and took up his paddle. The Shaman yelled something indecipherable and Frank held up his paddle and waved, but didn’t turn around. Both canoes soon slid through the narrow inlet leading out to the open ocean.

      The evening air felt magical. The swell was nearly nonexistent, and the water felt warm and inviting. The western horizon shone with an intricate and varied color show as the sun set behind a few scattered clouds. Twilight seemed to last a long time, but soon darkness enveloped them. Frank gazed behind, and the island that had saved their lives reduced to just a faint outline of blackness. No lights from the village shone. It looked truly deserted. Was it even on a map?

      He wondered what it would be like for Gale now that they were gone. He hadn’t bothered coming out to say goodbye. Perhaps he’d feel compelled to join them. It would be lonely unless he could learn to communicate better. Would they ever meet again?

      They paddled steadily until they figured they were at least a mile out. The wind ceased, and the canoes drifted side by side. They threw woven vines to each other and latched the canoes together.

      The Shaman indicated that they’d feel the current beneath them. The canoes slowly turned south as they stopped paddling, but it was a slight change. Frank wondered if they’d come out far enough.

      “Perhaps a bit farther. I don’t think we’re in it yet.”

      With the canoes tethered and the outriggers facing away, they could only paddle on one side. The rails clunked into each other, but the canoes were stoutly made and glided through the placid waters with ease.

      The tip of the moon showed itself on the horizon. It looked immense, as it seemed to rise straight out of the water only a few miles away. It looked as though they could paddle right up to it and touch it if they so desired. None of them spoke as they watched the breathtaking spectacle.

      The canoes abruptly turned south and the acceleration, although slight, was noticeable. They turned to one another and grinned like crazy people. They’d found the current.

      They let the canoes travel, helping them along with the occasional paddle stroke. The moon lit up the world to near-daylight brightness. Nothing but the glowing ocean water and a few brighter stars overhead could be seen. Occasionally, they heard a great crash as some aquatic beast broached the surface. Once, they saw the great splash of churned whitewater in the distance, but couldn’t see what had caused it. It made Frank feel small and inadequate. Those beasts didn’t give a single shit about the war going on all around them. It made him wonder if they should’ve stayed on the island.

      He looked back, but couldn’t see even an outline of land. He wondered how far they’d traveled. With the moon blazing bright, they couldn’t use the stars for navigation, even if they knew how.

      Hours passed. They stopped paddling, letting the current pull them along. They lay in the bottom of the canoes and watched the sky pass. Despite the bright moon, they could still see stars. The canoes rocked side to side, the clunking of the wood sounded satisfying and reassuring. Frank closed his eyes. He hadn’t wanted to, but he couldn’t help himself. The rocking of the boats and the rhythmic sound acted like a sleep drug.

      He jolted awake and sat upright. He heard soft snores all around him. He hadn’t been the only one to succumb to the gentle lapping and swaying. Judging by the moon and his grogginess, he figured he’d slept at least a few hours.

      He hefted himself to his knees and pissed into the half coconut placed there for that purpose. He tossed the pee overboard and washed it out haphazardly. He pulled back quickly when something big and dark moved just beneath the surface. His guts tightened as fear swept through him. He knew immediately it had to be a shark.

      He leaned forward and slugged Grinning Bear’s shoulder. “Shark! There’s a shark circling us. Wake up!”

      Grinning Bear sat up in groggy confusion. When he got his bearings, he leaned over the rail, searching the water. Skittering clouds obscured the moon, occasionally plunging the world into utter darkness. It felt as though they’d fallen asleep in one world and awoken in a darker, more sinister one.

      “I don’t see it,” Grinning Bear said, then spit a wad of snot into the choppy waves. “The wind’s picked up.”

      Neil and Micah sat in the other canoe, gazing over the side, too. Frank asked, “See anything over there?”

      Neil, sitting in front, shook his head. “Nothing. But it’s a lot darker right now.”

      Micah suddenly reeled back from the rail. “Jesus Christ!” Something massive broke the surface, hit the canoes, and moved them sideways. “Sh—shark!” He yelled.

      Frank clutched his paddle and waited to see it emerge on his side, but nothing happened. “Let’s paddle. Let’s put distance between us and them.”

      “You think you can outrun a shark?” Grinning Bear asked.

      “It’s better than drifting like sitting ducks.”

      They all took up their paddles and started stroking. Nothing happened for a few minutes.

      “Think we lost ’em?” Micah asked.

      Frank shrugged. “Doubt it, but we can probably slow down.”

      They slowed their strokes, but they kept sharp eyes out. Frank placed his paddle in the water and pulled, but he felt it hit something just beneath the surface. He nearly lost his grip, but recovered and pulled the paddle out of the water as though it were hot lava.

      “Shit! I just hit one with my paddle.”

      “Is it better to paddle or keep still? Maybe the paddling agitates them more.” Neil suggested.

      Grinning Bear said, “Keep paddling, but don’t splash too much. They might think it’s a struggling fish or something. Slow and smooth.”

      It sounded reasonable, and they smoothed their strokes, splashing as little as possible. But soon the canoes jolted as a large dorsal fin slammed into Micah and Neil’s canoe.

      Neil held onto the sides, but Micah had been mid-stroke and couldn’t keep from toppling into the water. He went headfirst and deep. He was there, then he wasn’t.

      He broke the surface and spluttered, “I—I fell out! Wait!”

      The canoes had already drifted past him and were stretching the distance every second. Micah flailed as he frantically swam to catch up.

      Frank pushed his paddle in, trying to stop their forward momentum. “We’ve gotta back paddle.” The others dug in and the canoes slowed dramatically and finally reversed direction, but Micah was still a few yards out. Micah’s panicked, thrashing swim cut the distance quickly.

      A looming darkness emerged behind him. Grinning Bear turned and yelled, “Stop swimming! Stop thrashing! He’s right behind you!”

      If he hoped to keep him calm, it had the opposite effect. He redoubled his efforts, churning the sea into a roiling boil.

      Now they could clearly see the shark’s dorsal fin cutting a thin line directly at Micah. He wasn’t going to make the canoes.

      Frank tore his eyes from the spectacle and pointed to Grinning Bear’s waist. “Your pistol! Use your pistol, for chrissakes!”

      Grinning Bear remembered. He clutched at the pistol, which had nearly become a part of his body. He had to crouch in order to get a clear shot. He aimed and his hand shook. Frank ducked, hoping he didn’t accidentally put the round through his back or hit Micah instead of the shark.

      The pistol made a pathetic click. Frank looked up and Grinning Bear cursed and worked the hammer back, hoping the next round wouldn’t be a dud. Frank ducked again. Micah screamed, then the bang of the pistol. Grinning Bear fired two more times, the sound so close to Frank’s head it made his ears ring painfully.

      The water roiled and churned and Micah’s screams suddenly sounded as though they came from underwater. The pistol roared again. Micah suddenly wasn’t there. The water still bubbled and he could see the rings from the last bullet impact, but he didn’t see any signs of Micah or the shark.

      “Where—where is he? Where is he?”

      Neil frantically moved over the pile of dried fish to the back. He still held his paddle, and he hefted it over his head, ready to bludgeon the shark if it reared its ugly snout. He stood there panting with the paddle, but there was nothing. No movement at all.

      His voice came in panicked tones. “I saw it take him. I—I saw it bite him in half. Oh my God, no! Micah!” He screamed his name repeatedly, but Micah couldn’t answer.

      Grinning Bear still aimed the smoking pistol, but Frank could see in the light cast from the moon that the chambers were empty. “I think you’re out, Larry.”

      Grinning Bear didn’t look at him at first, just kept sweeping the muzzle over the water searching for a target. He lowered the muzzle and his wide eyes focused on Frank. He finally understood and opened the chamber. He pulled out the dud and chucked it into the ocean with a dull plop. He sat down heavily and dropped the pistol to the bottom of the canoe. He ran his hands through his greasy hair.

      The canoes continued drifting south, but they spun lazily as the three men sat in stunned silence. Micah was gone. The wind stopped, and the sea returned to placid calm. It was as though he’d never existed.

      Frank took up his paddle. “We need to paddle. Micah’s gone. I hate to say it, but perhaps the sharks have had their fill for the time being.”

      Neil glared at him and looked ready to say something, but instead he simply sat where Micah had been and dipped his paddle.

      Grinning Bear returned to his seat and they paddled in silence until the sun rose and brought a new day.
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        * * *

      

      The horizon spread out before them like a massive green and blue canvas. Nothing but water and sky greeted them as they slowly paddled with the current. The sun grew hot and sweat poured off them. They drank sparingly, saving as much water as possible.

      They hadn’t seen any more sharks since daylight, but they didn’t feel comfortable enough to venture into the water to cool themselves. Micah’s screams as the shark took him still reverberated in Frank’s mind. It didn’t seem fair. He’d survived so much, only to be eaten by an alpha predator in the East China Sea. It sounded like something out of a dime store adventure novel.

      By midday, their paddle strokes became desultory at best. They ate the dried fish and sipped the water. Frank held up one of the non-dried fish. It had shriveled and the large eyes had fallen out. “I wonder what the Shaman expects us to do with these?”

      Grinning Bear looked over his shoulder. He stopped paddling and ran his hand through his hair. “Dammit,” he muttered.

      “What?”

      “Remember when we asked him? How agitated he became? Remember?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Remember, he put his hand on his forehead like this?”

      It hit Frank and Neil at the same moment. They said in perfect synchrony, “Sharks.” Frank shook his head. “He was trying to tell us to use it to distract the sharks.”

      Neil gazed back the way they’d come. Somewhere back there, Micah would be making his way through the shark’s intestinal tract. “Oh my God,” he muttered. “All we had to do was throw in some chum. Micah’d be alive.”

      No one spoke as they realized their mistake. Frank rubbed his head and felt his body deflate. “I—I didn’t know what he meant. I just nodded and pretended to understand.”

      “We all did,” Grinning Bear added. “It’s nobody’s fault.”

      They took up their paddles and stroked silently for a few more hours. They switched positions to keep their arms fresh and sometimes took breaks, making sure the current continued taking them. They only had the sun overhead to guide them, but they thought their course stayed generally south.

      As evening came, the sharks returned. In the broad daylight and clear water, they could see dozens of them gliding and darting beneath them. They kept a perfect cadence with them.

      Grinning Bear reached for a fresh fish. He sliced its belly with the front sight of his pistol until it bled, then threw it overboard. The others joined in until there were dead fish sinking and floating all around them. The sharks didn’t react right away. It started with one, slashing and grabbing a sinking fish, then quickly developed into a feeding frenzy. Shark bodies darted and sliced through the water as they tore into the fish.

      “Time to paddle,” Frank said.

      They dug in with gusto for another hour. The sun set in an unforgettable shower of purples, oranges, and reds. The moon rose, and they stopped paddling to watch it rise majestically from the sea. Hours passed slowly. The sharks returned one more time, and they didn’t hesitate to chum the water with bleeding fish and make their escape.

      Frank paddled mechanically with his head down. His body on autopilot. Neil suddenly gasped, “What—what’s that?”

      Frank looked up, thinking he might’ve been asleep. His eyes took a long time to focus, but when they finally did, he rubbed them to make sure. A strip of blackness on the horizon held all their attention.

      Grinning Bear finally said, “Land. It’s land. We made it!”

      Neil whooped and Frank nearly joined him before Grinning Bear shushed him.

      “Knock it off. We don’t know who’s on it.”

      Frank’s elation evaporated as he realized things had changed in an instant. They were moving toward the war. The war had seemed a zillion miles away after the Brain Ball competition, but now it flew straight into his face. The thought made his mouth go dry, and he reached for the waterskin and drank deeply.

      “Grinning Bear’s right. We have to be careful from here on out. Sharks are the least of our worries now.”

      They paddled toward the landmass. The moon dipped toward the horizon.

      “We shouldn’t get too close yet. The moon will be down soon. We’ll go in after it sets,” Grinning Bear stated.

      They paralleled the shore for a few miles, searching for lights or signs of the enemy, but it seemed deserted. But they’d thought the last island had been deserted, too.

      The moon finally succumbed to the warm ocean water and disappeared into it, plunging the world into darkness. The stars overhead seemed to pop with intensity. They paddled slowly toward the island, their senses on overdrive.

      They paddled until they could see rocks and trees hanging over the water. They searched for a spot to land and finally decided on a rocky section. They maneuvered their way until they were close, then slowed and stopped. They listened for anything unusual, but heard only insects and skittering claws of crabs and the occasional night animal or bird. Nothing human. Nothing warlike.

      Grinning Bear whispered, “I’ll swim in from here. Stay put.”

      Frank didn’t like it, but he said, “Okay. Be careful.” Grinning Bear grunted and Frank realized how stupid it sounded. It went without saying.

      He swam out of sight. Neil spoke in a whisper. “I don’t think I can make myself swim. Not after what happened to Micah.”

      “Sharks wouldn’t be in here—not this close to shore.”

      Neil didn’t answer, and Frank didn’t blame him. He didn’t know the habits of sharks. For all he knew, there might be a pack of them waiting to eat them only yards away. He didn’t think so, but he didn’t really know. He kept his mouth shut and listened for Grinning Bear to return.

      It seemed like a long time later when he finally did. He swam up silently to the side and launched himself into the canoe in one smooth motion, nearly causing Frank to yell.

      “You scared the living hell outta me.”

      Grinning Bear rolled to his feet and crouched. “It’s clear. We can paddle through the rocks. There’s a little beach about a hundred yards straight in.”

      “No sign of Japs?”

      “No sign of anything. Pristine beach, but who knows? Let’s get in there and get these canoes hidden before the sun rises.”

      Frank heard Neil’s relieved sigh. He reached across the canoes and patted him on the back. “We made it, Neil. Nothing to worry about now.”

      Neil said, “I just wish Micah’d made it, too.”

      “I know. Me too.”

      They carefully paddled through the gaps until they beached with a soft hiss. Even though they hadn’t been at sea for more than a few days, the sand underfoot felt strange to him. He swayed slightly, as though still at sea. He breathed in deeply and wondered what dangers or wonders they’d face once the sun rose.
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        Camp Cable

        Brisbane, Australia

        February, 1944

      

      

      Clyde Cooper sighted over the top of his M1 Garand at the distant target shaped like the top half of an enemy soldier. One of the range monkeys had painted a caricature of a Japanese soldier on the target . . . buck teeth, slanted eyes, and giant ears. He’d seen Japanese soldiers up close and knew better. Instead of making him laugh, it disgusted him.

      A new batch of paratroopers fresh from the States had met them as they came off the ship, which had transported them back across the Coral Sea from Port Moresby, and deposited them back in Australia. They looked fresh, bright eyed, and green as spring grass.

      He’d once looked the exact same way. Now he was a veteran and the new men looked at him and his fellow veterans as though they could walk on water. It bothered him at first, but he’d gotten used to it.

      Now those same troopers crouched beside him, firing their rifles at the Japanese caricatures. The man next to him fired through his eight rounds and the clip pinged, signaling that the last round had been fired.

      He looked sideways at Clyde and said, “Take that, Jap.”

      Clyde could see the tight pattern Private Hallon had scored. “Nice shooting, Hallon.”

      “Thanks, Corporal.”

      “You know they don’t look anything like that, right?”

      Hallon inserted another clip, careful not to pinch his thumb when the action sprang back. “Like what?” he asked.

      “Buck teeth, big ears . . . they’re not cartoons. They’re skilled soldiers.”

      “I don’t care what they look like. I just want to kill ’em all.”

      Clyde looked at his friend Gil Hicks standing nearby, clearing a jammed rifle. “Hey, Gil.”

      “What?” Gil said irritably.

      “Private Hallon here thinks he’s gonna win the war single-handedly.”

      Gil stopped what he was doing and looked their way. “Well, hell, looks like we can all go home now.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Hallon protested.

      “Maybe instead of the brass sending the entire regiment, we could just have ’em send you.”

      “A one-man wrecking crew,” Gil added.

      “Don’t you wanna get back in the war, Corporal?” the young replacement asked.

      Clyde thumped him in the back of the helmet and stood. “Shaddup, kid.” Hallon glared at him, but soon turned away and went back to adjusting his sights.

      Clyde walked the few yards to Gil’s side and leaned on the table. “What d’you think of the new guys?”

      “Liable to get themselves or us killed—but they are paratroopers. They’ll do their bit. What d’you think?”

      “I dunno. They’re alright I guess. Were we this eager?”

      “Yeah, I think we were. It’s only natural—they’re trained to fight. They wanna use their newfound skills, put them to the test. Hallon seems okay.”

      Clyde watched the new man line up the target and fire methodically through eight more rounds. “He can shoot. We’ll see how he does when the targets fire back. He seems so damned young.”

      “He’s only a few months younger than me. But you’re the nonno paterno around here. Everyone except Huss is young compared to you.”

      Clyde marveled at how a few years of age made him one of the old men of Third Squad. He was second oldest only to Third Squad’s squad leader, Sergeant Huss, who’s twenty-five years made him ancient beyond measure. Clyde didn’t picture his twenty-two years as being particularly old, but out here, he was older than dirt.

      Clyde stretched his back. “I feel old. What’s it gonna feel like when I hit thirty?”

      Gil grinned and slapped his back. “That’s the spirit.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You think you’re gonna make it to thirty? You counting on getting out of here?”

      Clyde clammed up. He didn’t like this kind of talk. Superstition played a big role in combat and talking about it only tempted the fates to come down harshly.

      He changed the subject. “How’s Butler doing?”

      Gil scanned the shooting range, searching for the newly arrived private. He’d been a pain in the ass since arriving at Third Squad. Sergeant Huss took a keen interest in him when he noticed his poor attitude and he’d been riding him hard for weeks.

      Gil shrugged. “I don’t see him. Probably getting his ass chewed out again. He better shape up or Huss’ll blow out his eardrums.”

      “I’ve never seen such a bad attitude paratrooper. How’d he ever get through?”

      Gil lowered his voice. “I hear his father has connections. Deep pockets, too.”

      “Coming from you, that’s rich.” Clyde often wondered how his friend would fit back into his mafioso lifestyle once the war ended . . . if the war ended.

      “Not like my situation at all, Paisano. None of the brass knows my situation. Butler’s father has political connections.”

      “Which makes it even more bizarre. Why isn’t he back in the States at some cushy desk job?”

      “Good question.”

      Clyde heard yelling coming from down the line. Even over the din from the smattering of rifle fire, he could pick out Sergeant Huss’s harsh voice. Since arriving back from New Guinea, he’d often heard Huss’s voice railing against the new paratroopers and it was usually directed at Private Butler.

      “Speak of the devil,” Gil said.

      Clyde tilted his head to the men still shooting. “Keep the men on task. I’ll see what’s up.”

      He walked behind the firing line, paying little attention to the rest of the squad’s shooting. He kept his gaze on Private Butler’s back as he stood at semirigid attention, facing Sergeant Huss’s tirade. Huss gave him the business, using every dirty name in every conceivable combination he could think of. He must be running out of ways to demean the sorry son of a bitch, but he never seemed to find the bottom of his insults.

      Clyde didn’t want to get involved, but Butler was a new member of Third Squad, so he was his responsibility as much as Huss’s. And besides, Huss had come to him a few days before, asking to help whip him into shape, something Huss had never asked before. Now might be an excellent opportunity to gang up on the surly private.

      Clyde came up behind Butler. Close, but not close enough that he’d be noticed unless Butler turned. Huss ignored Clyde, continuing his ever increasingly sadistic insults. Spittle splashed Butler’s face copiously, but he acted as though he didn’t notice or didn’t care. He stared straight ahead, looking far from cowed. He looked more bored than intimidated.

      Huss finally ran out of insults and simply fumed. The veins on his forehead stood out like fat earthworms after a heavy rain and he breathed in and out like an idling freight train.

      His eyes shifted slightly and locked onto Clyde’s. “Take over, Corporal. I think the private’s ready for a run up the hill.”

      Butler shifted, trying to see who was behind him. Clyde yelled in Butler’s ear. “You ready to run, Private?”

      Butler cringed both from the surprise of being snuck up on and from the piercing bellow. Clyde leaned in closer and yelled again. “I asked you a question, turd!”

      Butler held his hand to his ear. “Yes, Corporal. I’m ready to run.”

      “Excellent,” Clyde said. “Up Ullister Hill with you. Move out!”

      Butler got his bearings, scowled, and trotted toward the looming hill. It wasn’t much of a hill, but if you did it fast and often it took your wind and certainly built stamina and strength. Since arriving back in Australia, the company ran the three-mile circuit nearly every day, usually with full packs.

      “Faster, Butler! Faster!”

      Butler scowled at him but doubled his pace. Clyde kept up easily. As they started up the hill, Butler increased his speed. All the new men were in exceptional shape, having come straight from the rigors of Fort Benning’s airborne school, but the veterans still had something on them—grit.

      Clyde never wavered, keeping him within arm’s reach, no matter how fast Butler pushed. Butler kept glancing back, seeing Clyde right on his tail, seemingly barely working at all.

      With just a half mile to go, Butler asked, “Don’t you wanna know why Huss is mad at me this time?”

      “It’s the same bullshit, Butler. Just a different day.”

      “Why does he got it in for me?”

      “If you can talk, you’re not working hard enough, Private.” Clyde pushed him and Butler nearly face-planted, but caught himself at the last second.

      If Butler had been armed, Clyde had no doubt he would’ve tried something, but instead he seethed and increased his pace, pumping his legs as fast as he could as they approached the peak.

      Clyde doubled down and streaked past him easily. Butler flailed and strived to catch up, but when Clyde made the top and turned, Butler was still yards back. Clyde stood with his hands on his hips, breathing hard, but not nearly as hard as Butler.

      Butler doubled over and nearly vomited. “If you’re gonna lose your lunch, step away. You get my boots dirty—I’ll skin you alive.”

      Butler looked up from his bent-over position. His good looks probably made the ladies back home swoon, but it didn’t matter much out here at Camp Cable. So far, Butler hadn’t procured a single pass out of the camp to try his hand with the beautiful ladies of Brisbane.

      “Why—why you guys out to get me all the time?”

      “Out to get you? Are you paranoid, Butler?”

      “You don’t bust any of the other guy’s balls like you bust mine. What’s Huss got against me?”

      Clyde gave him his best glare, but Butler never looked away. “It’s your shitty attitude. You’re doing it right now for chrissakes. You’ve got a big mouth and you can’t keep it shut. I don’t know how you got through basic, let alone airborne school. They must be getting desperate. Guys like you normally get drummed out early.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense. Lots of guys bitch.”

      “If you don’t wanna run it again, you’ll shut the hell up.”

      “Aw shit, Corporal. Come on.”

      Clyde shook his head as though dealing with a dense, highly disappointing three-year-old. He stepped right up to Butler’s face and stared. Butler finally turned his eyes away and looked over Clyde’s shoulder. It’s what Clyde wanted, but he still had to teach him a lesson.

      In a reasonable voice, Clyde said, “Run it again, Private.” When he hesitated and his eyes burned with hatred, Clyde’s rage spiked. There was something about the kid that just got under his skin. He yelled with renewed vigor, “Now!”

      Sensing the danger, the young private turned and ran headlong back down the hill. Clyde watched him staggering and looking back furtively, as though fearing him. It was the same way his own men had looked at him after he’d killed the Japanese soldier in the foxhole back on New Guinea, but this spoiled little pissant hadn’t been there. He had no right to look at him that way.

      “I better not catch you, Private,” he yelled after the streaking paratrooper. After giving him a decent lead, Clyde took off at a more reasonable clip. Butler saw him coming and sprinted down the hill. Clyde didn’t increase his pace, but knew the stupid son of a bitch would run out of steam on the flats and he figured he’d catch up to him before he made it back to the camp entrance. He didn’t know what he’d do then, but he was enjoying himself at the moment.

      Back in the States, Butler would be one of the rich scumbags he’d met through Abby a few times. He loathed their imperious attitudes when they learned he hadn’t grown up in the same social circles. It didn’t take long, and invariably, they would treat him as though he’d crawled from beneath a shit-covered rock. Out here, the shoe was on the other foot. Yes, he enjoyed this duty immensely.

      “Hurry up, Butler. You don’t want me to catch you,” he said the last bit in a sing-song voice. He felt like the bad guy in a scary novel chasing the good guy with a bloody axe. He nearly burst out laughing, but that would ruin the effect.

      Sure enough, when they hit the flats, Butler slowed. He looked behind him more and more, and each time Clyde grinned evilly. He kept a steady pace, just enough to shorten the distance between them, but not enough to actually overtake him. He still didn’t know what he’d do if he caught up with him.

      He couldn’t thrash him too much. That sort of thing was frowned upon once a paratrooper earned their jump wings. He still had to fight beside the bastard. Their lives would undoubtedly rely on each other someday and they had to have faith in one another or the whole thing would fall apart. They were supposed to drum these sad sacks out at Fort Benning.

      Butler crossed through the archway signifying Camp Cable only yards in front of Clyde. He collapsed in the dirt and rolled onto his back, gasping for air. Clyde trotted until he stood beside him, looking down at him. Sweat dripped off his nose and plopped onto Butler’s red face.

      “You wanna open your mouth again, Private Butler?”

      Butler’s blue eyes stared back at Clyde in utter horror at the prospect. He looked terrified, but instead of speaking, he simply shook his head emphatically.

      “That’s the right answer, Private.” He hardened his voice, drawing from the countless times he’d heard Sergeant Huss do the same thing. “Now get off the deck and clean yourself up.”

      Butler scrabbled like a crab on its back, then jumped up and trotted toward the barracks, looking back every so often as though Clyde might change his mind and simply gut him.

      Gil sauntered up beside him. “Looks like you put the fear of God in him, Paisano.”

      “I hope so. He needs it.”

      “Hopefully, he won’t put a bullet in your back.”

      Clyde watched Butler staggering away like a drunkard. Would the sorry son of a bitch be capable of such a thing? He doubted it. He had to know that no matter how connected his father might be, he’d be put up against a wall and shot if he even attempted such a thing out here.
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        * * *

      

      Clyde sat outside in the sun, reading the latest letter from Abby. It was a month old. She’d started flying for the WASPs and she sounded as excited and happy as he’d ever heard her sound. She said how worried about him she was, but he wondered if he should be more worried about her. Flying wasn’t the safest thing in the world, but somehow he had no trouble picturing her doing the job. She must look cute in her flight suit, or whatever they had her wearing. He decided he’d ask her to send a picture.

      Gil sat nearby, also reading a letter. Clyde asked. “I wonder what kind of suit they have the WASP girls wearing? I’m going to ask her if she can send a picture. Maybe I’ll send her a picture of us. Know anyone with a camera and a way to develop it?” Gil didn’t answer. He seemed completely engrossed in the letter he was reading.

      Clyde threw his tin cup at him, and it bounced off his shoulder. Gil glared at him.

      “Whoa, there.” Clyde said, holding up his hands. “What’re you reading?” He saw the hurt and anger for the first time. “What’s happened?”

      Gil held the flimsy piece of paper up. “It’s from Melinda. She dumped me. Shacked up with some pilot officer in the RAF.”

      “She said that?”

      “Not in so many words—no, but it’s over.”

      “That’s a raw deal, Gil. I’m sorry.” He reached
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