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          APRIL 1942, MARIVELES LUZON, PHILIPPINES

        

      

    

    
      Captain Gima of the Imperial Japanese Army sat in his high-backed wood and leather chair and stared down his nose at the pathetically emaciated US Army Captain. “Captain Glister, is it?” His English was nearly flawless after four years in California, attending and graduating from, Stanford University.

      Captain Glister, the commander of Hotel Company, looked up quickly, noting the Japanese officer’s perfect diction. He’d heard rumors about this captain’s US education but didn’t believe them until now. “Yes. Captain Eugene Glister, Serial number…”

      “Stop,” interrupted Gima, holding up his hand. “I know all that.” He stood and slapped his hands hard on the wooden desktop, leaning forward. “I’m not interested in your serial number. Even in defeat you think you can make the rules and hide behind some asinine document. You’ve no idea the peril you’re in. I’m the most lenient of my comrades. I’m outnumbered by officers who will kill you for a sideways glance.” He stepped around the desk and stood in front of the tall officer. He puffed out his chest, slowly walked away and leaned on the front of his desk. “You have a unit in your company, a unit you command, First Platoon, Second Squad?”

      Glister looked straight ahead and considered. This was an odd question; everyone commanding a company had a first platoon with a second squad. He nodded, yes.

      “And this platoon and squad was special, I think?”

      Glister scowled thinking of the men. Lieutenant Smoker’s face appeared in his mind and his jawline flexed. He’d heard the lieutenant’s body had been identified. His final mission, stalling the Japanese on the main road, had obviously been his last. It had been successful in the short term, allowing most of the division to retreat to Mariveles. In the end though, it had all been for naught as the surrender came soon after, but he had no doubt the mission had saved lives. Glister continued staring ahead Silently. Gima continued, “Was Second Squad of First Platoon special, Captain?”

      “They were good men. If that’s what you mean, yes.”

      Gima shook his head. “I mean, they are special enough to have their own name.” Glister looked at him and scowled, obviously confused. Gima continued, “Tark’s Ticks. They call themselves Tark’s Ticks.” He flicked a playing card at Glister. It bounced off Glister’s nose. He made no move to block it but fire raged in his eyes for a moment. Gima pointed, “Pick it up. See for yourself.”

      Glister picked it up and looked at both sides. Scrawled on the front was a death’s head and the words, ‘Tark’s Ticks’. He kept the smile off his face, but barely. Has to be Staff Sergeant Tarkington, he thought.

      Gima took it from him and paced. “I took this off one of my men. He’d been shot several times. He and nearly his entire squad were ambushed and killed. I keep it in my front pocket to remind me.” He stuffed the well-worn card back into his pocket. “After my four years at Stanford, I left America with nothing but admiration. At first, I was against all this aggression, but I’m Japanese. It is my country, my duty, so I took up arms. When we swept through you and your puppet Filipino Army with such ease, it made me realize that you were not supermen. You were simply astoundingly arrogant. When the defense stiffened, I regained some respect, but when I came across that slaughtered unit and saw this,” he patted his shirt pocket, “I knew your core was rotten. I’ve promised that dead soldier and all the others, that I’d find all the members of Tark’s Ticks and destroy them.”

      Glister’s jaw rippled but he kept his composure and stared straight ahead. He had no idea if Staff Sergeant Tarkington and the rest of Second Squad were alive or dead. He only knew the commander of their platoon was dead. “What do you want from me, Captain?”

      Gima struck like a cobra, slapping Glister’s face with an open palm. “You will address me as, sir!”

      Glister’s head snapped to the side, but he didn’t cry out or touch his face, just slowly brought his face back to center and stared ahead, his eyes, slits.  “What do you want from me, sir?” he corrected, venom dripping from every word.

      “I want to find them. I want to punish them. I want to know where they are, and I don’t want any of your bullshit.”

      Glister braced and considered repeating his name, rank and serial number, but instead said. “Lieutenant Smoker, their commanding officer was killed trying to give us time to retreat here. I assume his men died with him.”

      Gima nodded, “I’m aware of the officer’s fate. The other soldiers were buried in a mass grave after their dog-tags were collected. I’ve questioned many other soldiers from your company and know the leader of your second squad is a Staff Sergeant Tarkington. Thus, the ridiculous moniker, Tark’s Ticks, no doubt.” He squared on Glister and thrust his face forward, coming to his chin. He seethed, “Tarkington’s dog-tags weren’t there.”

      Glister shook his head slightly. “And you think I would know his whereabouts? How could I?”

      Gima slapped the other side of Glister’s face and Glister’s jaw clenched as he restrained himself from strangling the smaller man. He doubted he could best the man in his emaciated condition, but he’d like to give it a try. Instead, he calmed himself as best he could. Gima spit, “I will ask the questions, Captain.”

      Gima took a step back, shook his head and composed himself. “I don’t like all this unpleasantness. I’d like to get you back to your men, but I cannot let this insult go.” He touched his front pocket. “This must be avenged. I made a promise to my men. You can understand that. Tarkington, and whoever else is still out there, needs to be brought in.” He raised a finger as if scolding a child. “You and your sixty-thousand cowardly comrades will be escorted north, to the railway station in San Fernando, where you’ll be transported to Cabantuan and will spend the remainder of the war as guests of the rising sun. If I don’t have Staff Sergeant Tarkington by then, I’ll hold you accountable for his sins and will take necessary action.”

      Glister’s cheeks still burned, and he was sure they were red as beets. “I am accountable.” He said it as a statement, not wanting to be slapped again.

      Gima looked at him as though teaching a simpleton. “This walk north won’t be pleasant for your men. Command underestimated your cowardice and doesn’t have the means to transport so many men. But they congest this area, and we need it cleared out. Many of your men are weak, sick and wounded. Many won’t make it to the trains.” He shook his head, “I’ve already told you; most officers are ready to kill with very little prompting. I’ve no doubt this migration will be unruly. I know you have the means to relay messages. You can get word to Tarkington to surrender himself. He’ll take a direct order, even one passed along the grapevine.” He went behind his desk and sat. “If he doesn’t, you and your men will suffer the consequences. Dismissed, Captain.”

      Glister snapped off a perfect salute, spun on his heel and marched out the door, fantasizing about all the ways he’d like to kill Captain Gima.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Glister left Gima’s office wondering what he should do about Staff Sergeant Tarkington. He concealed his glee at hearing Tarkington wasn’t among the dead. He’d had virtually no information about any of his units since the surrender and had assumed First Platoon had either been captured or killed in their mission to delay the Japanese. To hear otherwise was the best news he’d had in weeks.

      He’d lied to Captain Gima about the moniker Tark’s Ticks. He’d heard about it. Under normal circumstances he would’ve squashed that sort of thing before it got off the ground, but in the final chaotic days before the surrender, he’d let it continue. It seemed to increase the men’s morale during a time when they needed it most. He understood Gima’s reaction; it was like being taunted, which he had to admit, would piss him off too.

      Now he needed to figure out what to do about it. Gima wanted Tarkington’s head and he didn’t doubt the Stanford educated officer would follow through with his threat. He wasn’t necessarily worried for his own sake, but he doubted he would be the only one targeted.

      He saw Lieutenant Govang sitting on the ground, his back against a low wall, surrounded by other officers. Like everyone else, his uniform was in tatters and he’d lost at least twenty pounds since December. He had his head resting on his arms, which were draped across his knobby knees. “Lieutenant.” Govang’s head snapped up and before he could get to his feet, Glister slid in next to him. Govang looked at him sideways. Glister kept his voice low. “Can we get word to someone still out there?” Govang’s brow furrowed. “I mean there must still be soldiers out there who evaded capture. Is there a way to get word to them?”

      Govang looked straight ahead. There was a guard holding a long Arisaka rifle pacing twenty-yards away. The order of the day was no talking and the bow-legged bastard had already reinforced the order by thumping one of the GIs in the face with his rifle butt. The GIs nose broke and his eyes turned deep shades of black, blue and purple. Govang leaned in, keeping his eyes on the guard then spoke low, “Not sure, Captain. Probably pass something to one of the Filipinos and they could pass it to a civilian.”

      Glister nodded. “Just met a Jap Captain. He’s pissed at Staff Sergeant Tarkington. Guess he was on the receiving end of an ambush and found those playing cards they were leaving on bodies.”

      Govang smiled, despite the blistering sun they were forced to sit beneath. “Tark’s Ticks?”

      Glister nodded but waited until the Jap turned away. “Told me Tarkington wasn’t among the dead. Wanted me to send an order for him to surrender.”

      Govang flicked a centipede off his arm. “Be his death sentence.”

      Glister nodded, “That’s why I’m not sending that order.” Govang looked at him and nodded. Govang knew his company commander to be a good officer and a better man. “I’m sending an order, but not what that son-of-a-bitch intended.”

      The bowlegged guard lunged forward suddenly and struck a GI who’d got to his feet. The butt of the rifle dug into the GI’s gut, and he doubled over and fell to the side, trying to catch his breath. The Japanese yelled at him and it reminded Glister of a crazed squirrel chittering from a tree as he walked through the woods back home.

      With the Japanese guard distracted he said, “Get word to Tarkington if at all possible: Keep fighting.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll see what I can do.”

      The guard continued his tirade, threatening other men with his long bayonet. Glister took the opportunity to pass along more information. “The captain told me we’ll be moved north on foot to some train station, then onto a prison camp somewhere. Expect we’ll leave soon. Warn the men when you get a chance.”

      Govang nodded. “Be better than cooking in the sun here, I expect.”

      Glister shook his head. “Captain warned me this won’t be a walk in the park. Says most officers would rather kill us and be done with it. You know the stories out of China as well as I do.”
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      Staff Sergeant Tarkington along with the six GIs leftover from First Platoon, and the Filipino, Eduardo, had fallen into the daily flow of life in the isolated village in southern Luzon. The sounds of battle had faded away like the setting sun, replaced by chittering monkeys and the incessant chirp of insects.

      Nearly a month had passed since the battle on the road had taken most of First Platoon. PFC Vick’s wound was healing well. He’d avoided infection and even expedited his recovery by insisting on walking around the perimeter at least twice a day. He walked slowly, making sure of every step, but every day he improved.

      The GIs hadn’t regained their pre-Japanese attack weights, but the plentiful food provided by the local hunters brought them to better health. Even their runny shits had solidified somewhat.

      Eduardo appeared from the jungle, along with three other villagers. He held his Springfield rifle; the others held bows and arrows. They’d been on a hunting expedition and didn’t like using guns for fear of drawing the attention of the Japanese, not to mention spooking their prey. Each villager had pouches brimming with dead animals.

      Tarkington waved and Eduardo spoke in Tagalog to his fellow hunters, before they peeled off in separate directions. Eduardo’s normally grinning face was a mask of concern as he approached. “Something wrong, Eduardo?” Tarkington asked.

      Eduardo said, “We had a good hunt, but heard disturbing news from other hunters.”

      “What news?” growled Tarkington.

      “The Japs are moving captured GIs and Filipinos by foot. They say they are being treated bad.”

      Tarkington scowled. Other GIs noticed Eduardo’s return and joined them. “What kind of bad?” asked Tarkington.

      Eduardo’s lips pressed together and he shook his head then continued in his broken English. “They saw many dead. Filipino and American. Saw prisoners bayoneted when they fall. Made to walk in middle of day. Too hot and no water.”

      A wave of guilt swept over Tarkington and he could see it in the others too. They’d been living like kings while their fellow soldiers were being butchered. Sergeant Winkleman, his second in command, spat and uttered, “Barbarians. All of ‘em, fucking barbarians.”

      “Where is this happening?” Tarkington asked.

      Eduardo pointed south, “They started in Mariveles. They march north to a train station, San Fernando. Long walk. Over seventy-kilometers. Groups of one-hundred.”

      Tarkington shook his head. “Those men are malnourished, barely able to stand, let alone walk. How do they expect them to make it?”

      Eduardo looked him in the eye. “Forced to march. If they fall, they die.”

      Winkleman gasped, “Jesus, it’s probably their way of killing them without wasting ammo.”

      PFC Skinner rubbed his short-cropped hair. “We’ve gotta do something. Can’t sit by while they murder our men.”

      The others murmured their agreement. Tarkington nodded, “Guess it’s time to get back in the war.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Tarkington and the others met with the village leader inside the thatched main hall. It was a long building, able to accommodate all the villagers and was used as a communal dining area as well as a place to conduct meetings and even criminal trials if needed.

      The village elder, Vindigo, sat at the head of the long table, his wife beside him. She was the only woman in the meeting. They were an old couple, but the epitome of health. Their skin was dark with deep creases crisscrossing their faces, but their eyes sparkled with life and good living. Tarkington had gone hunting and patrolling with Vindigo and had nothing but respect for the man’s ability to move soundlessly through the jungle. His advanced years hadn’t slowed him at all, as far as Tarkington could tell.

      Eduardo sat in the first chair to Vindigo’s left acting as a translator. After the usual greetings were out of the way, Tarkington stood and addressed Vindigo and his wife, Mona “Your hospitality over the last month is very much appreciated.” He paused to let Eduardo translate. The Tagalog language wasn’t as mysterious as it had been upon first hearing it, but Tarkington still had little idea what was being said. Vindigo understood English but translating assured accuracy.

      Vindigo nodded and Tarkington continued. “Vick is recovering well thanks to you and your healers. He’s not quite ready to leave, but we,” he indicated the six other soldiers, “need to get back in the fight.”

      Eduardo translated and Vindigo nodded and spoke. Eduardo translated, “Vick can stay as long as needed. Vindigo will help. He offers to send guides.”

      Tarkington smiled. “That would be appreciated.”

      Vindigo spoke and there were more translations. “He warns of capture. The village will be destroyed if its location is known.”

      Tarkington nodded. “I understand.” He looked around the room at the grim-faced GIs. “We’re a small force. We only want to see what’s going on with our fellow soldiers. None of us have any doubt that if captured we’ll be tortured and killed.” He paused looking around the room. “I, for one, won’t be taken alive.”

      After the translation, Vindigo looked to the other men. Each stood and announced, “Nor will I.” Over the past month, the GIs had plenty of time on their hands to discuss such things and, though it was easier said than done, Tarkington didn’t doubt their resolve.

      Vindigo nodded, stood and spoke in broken English, “You have honor. We will help you kill Japanese.”

      Tarkington nodded and smiled, “This will be a sneak-and-peek mission. We simply need to know what we’re facing out there. If there’s an opportunity to kill Japs — well, we’ll take it — but only if we think we can get away with it. If we do though, there’s no turning back. They’ll hunt us.” He paused to let Eduardo translate but Vindigo waved him off, understanding enough on his own.

      Tarkington continued. “I’ve no doubt the reports of Jap cruelty are real, but remember, there’s no backup, no Navy, no Army, no air support, nothing. As far as the Japs are concerned, all allied forces on Luzon surrendered. As I said, once we attack, if we attack, the cat’s out of the bag. We’ll be considered criminals and hunted mercilessly.” He paused letting the point settle in. “If we do nothing else but witness atrocities — someday they’ll be accountable, and we’ll be there to verify their barbarism. But in order to do that, we have to survive.”

      It was decided; they’d leave as soon as they had eaten and gathered their things. The meeting broke up and the men filtered from the room, muttering among themselves.
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        * * *

      

      Tarkington went straight from the meeting to PFC Vick’s hootch. Stollman had been at the meeting, leaving his best friend alone with the lie he was going hunting. Vick was sitting on the edge of the thatch bed struggling to get his boots on, when Tarkington walked in. “What are you doing? Going for a walk?”

      Vick stopped trying to pull the boot on and shook his head. “Nope getting ready to move out with you.”

      Tarkington grinned and looked at the wooden slats of the floor. “Can’t fool you I guess.”

      “Nope. I’m fine, Tark. I can make it.”

      “Look Vick you need to sit this one out. We’re not going into combat…at least I hope not. This is reconnaissance. The need for stealth is paramount and you’re simply not ready for that yet. You were shot a month ago, for chrissakes. You need to heal.”

      “Bullshit. I’m good to go.”

      “Yeah? Let’s see you put your boot on then.”

      Vick’s face blanched a little, but he grabbed the boot and nodded, “Okay.” He leaned over to steady himself; the movement put pressure on his wound and he couldn’t keep from gasping in pain. Beads of sweat appeared on his forehead and he grimaced and grunted, desperately trying to push his foot into the boot without success.

      Tarkington put his hand on his shoulder and Vick sat up straight, relieving the pressure from the gunshot wound. His face was pale and his eyes bloodshot from the effort. “It’s not your fault, Vick. Your body just isn’t healed yet. No one can heal that fast.”

      Vick spat, “Eduardo did. You didn’t leave him behind.”

      “Eduardo should still be in the hospital. He’s a freak of nature. Besides, he didn’t have a choice. If he’d stayed, he’d be a prisoner by now or worse. You stay here, get better and when we come back, we’ll see where you are.”

      Vick took a deep breath and let it out slow. “Stolly and I are a team. He’ll be lost without me.”

      PFC Stollman burst through the thatch door. “Jesus, Vick. Tark’s gonna think I’ve gone soft or something.”

      Vick shook his head. “Can’t anyone have a private conversation anymore?”

      Stollman shook his head and gave a sideways grin. “The walls are made of leaves. I was passing by, heard my name used in vain.”

      Vick mumbled, “Bullshit. This is bullshit. I should be going with you guys. I’m part of Tark’s Ticks.”

      Tarkington still wasn’t comfortable with that moniker but didn’t say anything. Stollman chimed in. “A founding member. Lifetime membership.” He leaned in close, “Which wouldn’t be long if you gave us away out there cause you weren’t able to move well.”

      “Fuck you, Stolly. I can move fine.”

      The glint in Stollman’s eye vanished, he was no longer joking around. “It’s true. I’ll tell it like it is; you’re a liability out there. You’re not coming, Vick. I’ll be fine without my nursemaid.”

      Vick finally nodded his head, acquiescing. “How long’ll you be gone?”

      Tarkington answered. “Figure at least a week. We’ll move at night, lay up during the day. It’ll be slow going.”

      Vick nodded and stuck his hand out. Tarkington took it and they shook. “Well, don’t get your fool heads shot off. I’ll be expecting you back here in a week.”

      Tarkington straightened, “Yes, mother.” He stepped around Stollman who nodded. Tarkington looked at his watch, “We’ll leave in two hours. Rest easy, Vick.”

      “Will do, Tark.” he said, then addressed Stollman. “Watch your back out there. I won’t be there to protect your useless ass.”

      Stollman shook his head. “I will. You know I’m the one that’s gotten you through all this so far, right? Way you act, you’re the only reason I’m alive.”

      Vick shook his head. “Just watch your back, okay?”

      Stollman nodded. “I won’t be lugging the BAR around on this one at least. There’s no ammunition for it anyway.”

      “Yeah, that’s one good thing, I guess. Good luck, Stolly.”

      “No problem, Vick. See you in a week.”
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        * * *

      

      Two-hours later, the six GIs and five Filipinos, including Eduardo, were standing in the center of the village. The GIs’ packs were stuffed — mostly with food and ammunition. They carried two canteens each and would refill them at creeks or any wells they happened upon.

      Tarkington addressed them one last time before they entered the wilds of the jungle. “Remember, reconnaissance. We get spotted by the Japs; we’re done for.” There were nods all around. “Let’s move out.”

      PFC Vick stood in the door of his hootch, a village woman nearby, making sure of his balance. Stollman waved and shook his head, then murmured to the rest of them, “While we’re going out to meet the enemy, old Vick’s gonna be bumping uglies with all the women.”

      Skinner shook his head and pushed Stollman forward, his hand on his back. “He’s the only one that has a chance with ‘em anyway. You’re way too ugly.”

      Stollman, following Sergeant Winkleman, pulled his straw hat off his head, and tossed his wild, curly red hair. “You kidding me? Those gals love my long locks.” He brushed his hand over Skinner’s stubbled scalp. “You should let yours grow out. Help you get laid, maybe take the edge off your shitty attitude.”

      Sergeant Winkleman was unable to keep from grinning. “Knock it off you two. No talking from here on out.”

      Stollman’s face went serious and he nodded but lunged his boot back in a mock kick. Skinner smacked it away with the stock of his Springfield.

      They left the safety of the village and entered the jungle. Over the past month, they’d all ventured out helping the hunting parties. The hunters didn’t need their help — indeed they thought of the loud Americans as liabilities — but they went along anyway, to keep their patrolling skills sharp. Venturing out this time, however, felt different somehow: more permanent and ominous, and they’d be leaving the valley for the first time.

      Tarkington was ten-paces behind his lead scout, PFC Henry. The four Filipinos from the village were out of sight, well in front. In the darkness and tight confines of the jungle, Tarkington could only see Henry’s dim outline occasionally. He moved through the jungle with skill and silence and was the only soldier the village hunters didn’t mind coming along on hunts. He also had the uncanny knack of sensing trouble. More than once they’d averted certain annihilation due to his sixth sense, which was why he was the squad’s lead scout.

      They moved through the hidden valley relatively quickly, maneuvering over ground each of them was familiar with. Once they topped out over the highest hill and descended toward the main highway, their progress slowed. The night was hot and humid, but the GIs were used to it by now and were relatively comfortable. They barely noticed the jungle’s night sounds anymore, but when there was a slight change, each soldier felt it in their subconscious and before Henry held up a fist to halt, they were already slowing and paying more attention to their surroundings.

      Tarkington listened intently, trying to decide what he’d noticed. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something was different and everyone felt it. After five minutes, he inched forward until he was beside Henry’s crouched form.

      Henry held his rifle at port arms and was as still as death. Tarkington waited. Henry knew he was there and would speak when he thought it appropriate. They’d been together since the beginning and knew each other’s idiosyncrasies.

      Tarkington held his captured Arisaka rifle over his knee and felt the pressure of his Japanese Samurai sword digging into his hip. He adjusted it slowly as he took in his surroundings. He couldn’t see the Filipinos he knew to be in front and wondered if Henry could. Finally, Henry pointed into the gloom and Tarkington saw one of them emerge like a ghost. He came to them in a crouch, making no noise at all; his sandaled feet may as well have been floating over the ground.

      Tarkington nearly jumped out of his skin, when Eduardo was suddenly beside him. The Filipinos spoke, their sing-song voices blending with the surrounding jungle sounds as though they were jungle animals themselves.

      Eduardo nodded and the villager disappeared back the way he’d come like an apparition. Eduardo relayed the message. “Village ahead. Full of Japanese. We go around.”

      Tarkington nodded and retreated back to the nearest soldier, Sergeant Winkleman, and passed on the information. Soon the rest were bunched near Henry. He pointed right and moved off. They stayed in single-file, ten paces apart.

      They passed closer than he would’ve liked. The dark shapes of thatch huts only yards to the left. He thought he could hear snoring and felt his ears warm as his heart rate increased. He realized it was probably the same village they’d fled through after losing most of the platoon on the road beyond. It had been abandoned then.

      The image of Lieutenant Smoker’s dead eyes flashed in his mind and he ground his teeth. Was his body still out there? His blood still pooled and congealed where he’d fallen? Had the Japanese bothered to bury him, along with so many others, or had they simply left them to rot and be picked apart by animals and insects? The thought made him yearn to enter the nearest hut and kill the snoring Japanese, but he reigned it in and slipped past without a sound.

      Once safely past they moved parallel to the road, keeping to the jungle. The smell of rot was unmistakable. The jungle always had a hint of rot, but this was more pronounced — the smell of rotting flesh. He thought about the retreat along the road. It had been marked with constant Japanese air strikes and accurate artillery fire. He knew there had to be countless bodies scattered throughout the area, quickly becoming one with the lush jungle soil.

      Tarkington glanced at his watch. Dawn was coming. They would need to find shelter before too long, somewhere well hidden. He increased his pace and soon caught up with Henry. He relayed his thoughts, Henry nodded and moved off, Eduardo right behind him. Tarkington shook his head, realizing he hadn’t even seen the stealthy Filipino.
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      They spent the day in dense cover along the bank of a tiny creek. The air was slightly cooler and the impenetrable canopy overhead kept the sun from frying them too badly. They slept in shifts, although Tarkington wasn’t sure if their Filipino guides actually slept at all. Whenever he saw them, they were vigilantly watching their surroundings. He wondered if perhaps they were like ducks and could sleep with one eye open.

      They were close enough to the road to hear the distant sounds and feel the vibrations of vehicles passing by, but not close enough to see them. At one point they heard the unmistakable clanking of tank treads. All traffic was moving south toward Mariveles. Occasionally they’d hear the chatter of Japanese voices. The victors obviously weren’t worried how far their voices carried.

      As dusk was descending, they ate smoked meat and drank and refilled their canteens from the relatively cold creek. They didn’t have purification tablets, but they’d been drinking from various creeks and rivers for months now and most had already experienced multiple bouts of sickness. The last thing Tarkington wanted was to be inflicted with what most of them had lived with the past few months, unrelenting diarrhea. If this little creek held a nasty bug, there was nothing he could do about it, so he drained his canteen and refilled it, hoping for the best.

      As the GIs stuffed their food back into their packs, one of the Filipino guides appeared from the jungle. He sought Eduardo out and soon they were talking and gesturing in an animated conversation, which caught everyone’s attention.

      Eduardo nodded his understanding. Soon, another Filipino appeared and crouched, leaning on his Springfield rifle. Eduardo spoke to Tarkington and the rest of the GIs huddled closer to hear better. “Samir says there is a group of Filipino soldiers ahead a few kilometers. It appears they are waiting to ambush a Japanese convoy.”

      “Soldiers?” asked Tarkington.

      Eduardo nodded but clarified, “He says they wear uniforms he’s never seen and are very young.”

      “Did he talk with them?” Eduardo shook his head. “Do they look like they know what they’re doing?”

      Eduardo exchanged Tagalog with Samir and shook his head. “He says the ambush will likely fail. It is not a good spot.”

      Tarkington looked at Henry who was chewing on a long blade of grass. “Let’s put a stop to it. If they attack, they’ll tip our hand too.” Henry nodded his agreement. Tarkington was the highest-ranking man, but over the past month, each soldier had realized they were playing a different game now. The massive military machine they were used to, didn’t exist any longer, so they’d become a closer-knit group. Everyone’s voice mattered in decision-making. Tarkington simply had the final say.

      He clutched Eduardo’s arm and spoke. “Go with the guides and keep the soldiers from attacking. Tell them to come back here so we can talk things over.” He looked at Henry and PFC Raker, the other scout. “Go with them, so they see American faces.” He tapped Eduardo’s shoulder, “Hurry.” Eduardo nodded and spoke quickly to Samir, who nodded and moved off back the way they’d come, disappearing in the darkening jungle.
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        * * *

      

      The group didn’t return as quickly as Tarkington thought they should and was wondering if something had gone wrong. He was pondering sending more men, when there was a rustling of jungle and he saw Raker and Henry move into the small clearing, followed by unfamiliar Filipino faces. It was nearly dark, but Tarkington could see their uniforms were indeed different than the standard Filipino Army uniforms.

      Tarkington counted fifteen young men, all holding Springfield rifles. They were thin from lack of food and glanced nervously left and right as though afraid of being attacked.

      Tarkington stepped forward and stood in front of the lead man. The boy snapped off a salute and Tarkington nodded back. “You speak English?” The young man nodded and Tarkington continued. “I’m Staff Sergeant Tarkington and this is what’s left of First Platoon of Hotel Company.” He gestured to the GIs’ grim faces. They looked ancient in comparison to the Filipinos. “What unit you with? I don’t recognize your uniforms.”

      The soldier looked around the surly-looking group and finally nodded, as though deciding they weren’t trying to trick him. “I’m honorary Lieutenant Fernandez and these are my men. We are from the Army Academy. These,” he touched his tunic, “are school uniforms.”

      “Honorary?”

      “Yes, we have ranks like the Army, but my rank means nothing outside the academy.”

      Tarkington nodded. “What are you doing out here? My scouts said you were in an ambush position.”

      His lips thinned and he nodded, a flash of anger in his brown eyes. “Yes. We were waiting to engage the next Japanese that came down the road when your men interfered.”

      “Don’t want to tip our hands.” Fernandez gave him a curious look and Tarkington explained. “Don’t want the Japs to know we’re out here.”

      “The Japs would be dead,” he said as he puffed out his chest.

      Tarkington shook his head and lowered his voice so only the lieutenant would hear. “From what my men saw, the ambush wasn’t in a good place. You might’ve killed a few, but you probably wouldn’t have survived.”

      Fernandez scowled and shook his head. “It was a good position. It would have been successful.”

      Tarkington held up his hands. “Okay, okay if you say so. Point is, we don’t want the Japs to know we’re here just yet. Not until we have a better idea what we’re dealing with.”

      Fernandez’s eyes clouded and he gnashed his teeth. “We are dealing with sons-of-bitches.” The flash of anger mixed with his uncertainty in cursing in English made his words sound funny, but he was dead serious. “We must kill them all.”

      Tarkington kept the smile from his face. He put his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “I understand. I really do, but we need to do it smart. We can’t go off half-cocked.” He saw the flash of confusion but ignored it. “We need a plan so we can cause damage and fight another day.”

      Fernandez stared at Tarkington in the fading light while chewing his lower lip. Finally, he nodded. “Okay. What plan?”

      Tarkington nodded and gestured for the young Filipinos to make themselves comfortable. They sat in a semi-circle facing him. His eyes drilled into Fernandez’s, “You and your men have any combat experience?”

      Fernandez’s gaze dropped slightly but he recovered and looked Tarkington in the eye. He shook his head slightly. “Our commander would not allow it. By the time the Japanese swept past, it was too late. We blended with the other refugees and walked south. When it was obvious the battle would be lost, we left our commander and have been in the jungle ever since.”

      “Are you hungry?” Lieutenant Fernandez couldn’t hide the feral look from his face. Tarkington nodded and the men dug into their packs and handed out cured meat, left-over cans of food and whatever extra they could spare.

      While they devoured the food like hungry beasts, Tarkington leaned toward Sergeant Winkleman. “What d’you think?”

      Winkleman shrugged, “They’re green as grass but they wanna fight. Their military school background will make them teachable, I guess. Damn, they look young though.”

      “Yeah, feel like it would be best to keep them out of this. They’re kids.”

      Winkleman nodded. “Good luck. They’re determined. The leader has that hungry vengeful look.”

      “I’m sending them back to the village.”

      Winkleman rubbed the back of his neck, flicking a long centipede into the brush. “Seems best.”

      Tarkington let them finish devouring the food then addressed Fernandez. “Your men need rest and food. I’m sending you back to the village with one of my scouts.” He pointed at Francis. Eduardo went to his side and translated. Francis nodded. Tarkington continued, “There’s plenty of food and water and most importantly, it’s isolated and safe. You can get your strength back.”

      Fernandez’s eyes flashed anger and he looked around wildly, like a caged animal. “No! We fight.”

      Tarkington was done. He lunged to his feet and lifted the boy off the ground, holding him up by his tunic. Fernandez struggled, thrashing his legs and gripping Tarkington’s arms, trying to break free. “Keep your voice down, boy,” he seethed, inches from his nose. He waited until the thrashing stopped then set him back down but kept his grip on the tunic. “You’ll follow orders. You’ll get your chance, I guarantee that, but as a leader you have to put your men’s safety first and right now, they’re tired and hungry. We’re rested and in fighting shape and don’t need your men giving us away because they’re too weak to move quietly.” He released Fernandez’s tunic and stepped back. “Go with Francis. Get your men rested and fed and be ready to fight in a couple of days.”

      Fernandez’s shoulders slumped forward as he accepted Tarkington’s words. He nodded and passed an order along to the nearest man, whispered in Tagalog. Eduardo listened in, making sure the feisty student was passing the correct order. He gave Tarkington a quick nod.

      It was fully dark when the ragtag group of students followed Francis back toward the village. Henry shook his head and spoke in a low murmur to Tarkington. “Some of those rifles weren’t even loaded. Those boys would’ve been slaughtered if we hadn’t happened along.”
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        * * *

      

      Once the academy students were out of their hair, they moved to the edge of the road and watched for Japanese traffic. They waited ten minutes and saw and heard nothing but the jungle’s night sounds. The Japanese had nothing to fear from the allies any longer and would most likely do their traveling during the day.

      They crossed the road in pairs while the rest covered them. Once across, they paralleled the road, moving along the less dense east side. The Filipino scouts moved quickly and quietly and the GIs were hard pressed to keep up while still maintaining noise discipline.

      They came across the occasional dark building and bypassed them all without further investigation. When they came to a village alongside the road, they lingered on the outskirts looking for signs of life.

      The front door of a hut opened and they watched an old man come out and move around the side to take a leak. He gazed up at the star-filled sky and swayed as his piss barely cleared his bare feet. He had no idea there were so sets of eyeballs watching him.

      Tarkington nodded to Eduardo, who touched Samir’s shoulder. Samir stood slowly and moved out of concealment, quick as a viper and was suddenly behind the villager with his hand over his mouth. He whispered into his ear and soon the man’s rigid body went limp and docile. Samir released his grip and the old man followed Samir into the jungle and was soon standing in front of Tarkington and Eduardo. The rest of the squad was crouched out of sight, keeping a secure perimeter. The old man’s smile was unmistakable, despite the lack of teeth. “Ask him if he knows where the Japanese are.”

      It was done and Eduardo relayed, “He says there are many Japanese on road every day. They go to Mariveles to invade Corregidor.”

      Tarkington nodded. “Ask if he knows where the American and Filipino prisoners are.”

      The man spoke long, using sweeping hand gestures. “He says they are marching them north. He doesn’t know where they are going.”

      “How many?”

      The old man shrugged then spoke one word. Eduardo nodded, “hundreds.”

      “Marching? Are you sure he doesn’t mean transported by trucks?”

      Eduardo clarified then answered, “Marching. He’s sure of that. His son told him they are forcing them to march all day.”

      Tarkington nodded and thanked him, giving him a piece of dried meat. The man held the meat to his nose, sniffed it and closed his eyes as though it was heaven-sent. Tarkington smiled and motioned Eduardo back into the jungle. The old man watched them go.
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        * * *

      

      The night’s piss had been an eventful one and the old Filipino woke his wife from a deep slumber. She jolted awake, her deep snores stopping abruptly. She fixed him with a venomous stare. In the dim light of the lantern, she could see her husband of forty years sucking on a piece of dried meat. He moved it around his mouth, his lack of teeth keeping him from biting down. She muttered, “Where did you get that?”

      He pointed outside and smiled. “The jungle gave it to me.” She glared at him, knowing from long experience he’d tell her the rest of the story if she waited long enough. When she didn’t take the bait and ask again he shrugged and said, “An American soldier and a Filipino.”

      Her interest piqued, she sat up in bed, exposing her low-hanging, wrinkled breasts. “You are lying.” But she could see he wasn’t and he did have the meat. “Will you tell the Japanese?”

      He lay down on his thatch bed, still sucking on the meat and nodded. “In the morning. They’ll give us rice.” She reached for the meat but he turned his head, keeping it for himself. “Good night, wife.”

      She grumbled and uttered, “Don’t wake me again, you old fool.” He ignored her and made sure she could hear his loud sucking.
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      After encountering the old man, they continued south, avoiding villages and structures. They didn’t see Japanese but heard the occasional aircraft buzzing overhead. The rumble of battle, which had been a constant part of their lives for so many months, was now a dim memory.

      When the sky to the East lightened, threatening dawn, they found cover near another small creek and hunkered down. The long night of silent patrolling had drained the GIs. They gladly found cover, dipped their heads into the stream and drank their fill before digging into their packs for food. By the time it was fully light, they were well-concealed. They took two-hour blocks for guard-duty.  Those not on guard cleaned their weapons and slept. The day warmed and the trips to the creek became more frequent.

      They could hear the distant rumblings of truck engines and tank treads on the main road, despite being far away. It was nearly constant and they wondered if it meant the allies were still putting up a stiff resistance on Corregidor, or if perhaps the Japanese were using Mariveles harbor to move war material off Luzon to places with more need.

      Tarkington didn’t care one way or the other. The most pressing question for him was what was happening to his fellow soldiers. It was midday and he and Winkleman were chatting with Samir and Eduardo.

      Tarkington cleared off a layer of rotting leaves and branches until he found dirt. He pressed his finger into the far upper corner. “We’re here. Ask where Mariveles is in relation.”

      Eduardo asked and Samir leaned forward and punched a hole in the dirt a foot away then traced the road, connecting it to his depression. He spoke Tagalog and Eduardo translated. “He says we are ten-kilometers from Mariveles. The road is full of switchbacks. Much of it can be avoided by going overland.” He pointed south. “There are low mountains overlooking the harbor. It will give us a good vantage point to see what is happening in the harbor.”

      “We can’t do shit about the Japs in Mariveles. I want to know what’s happening with the prisoners. Where would we most likely find them?” asked Tarkington.

      Eduardo conferred with Samir. Both were familiar with the area and they talked for a minute between themselves before Eduardo answered. He drew another line in the dirt further east and moving north. He pointed to the line. “There’s a road here. It leads to San Fernando. It must be where prisoners are being marched. There’s nothing else. Only animal trails.”

      Tarkington studied the handmade map and pointed to an area on this side of the road. “What’s here? Is there a good vantage point? A spot to see from?”

      Eduardo didn’t need to ask, “Yes. The road is surrounded by low hills. There’s been tree cutting. We have good view here,” he pointed to a spot in the dirt. Samir put his finger beside Eduardo’s and nodded and spoke in Tagalog. Eduardo nodded, “He says he knows the area. He can get us there before dark.”

      Tarkington straightened and looked around at his soldiers. Some slept, but most were up and fidgeting with their weapons or tearing off chunks of dried meat. Henry was sharpening his knife. Raker was off with the other Filipinos checking the perimeter. Tarkington nodded and glanced at the scratched face of his wristwatch. “Okay, we leave in ten minutes. Let the men know, Wink.” Winkelman nodded and moved off.
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        * * *

      

      Dakil woke from sleep just as the sun was cresting the eastern horizon. His wife was already up and outside collecting kindling from the side of the hut. She wobbled inside, knelt in front of the old stove and shoved small pieces of wood inside. The teapot was already starting to whistle. “Get up lazy bones. We are nearly out of food. You need to find some.”

      Dakil smiled, remembering his good fortune the night before. “I will stand in the road and flag down the first Japanese officer I see.”

      “What if they don’t find this American? They’ll believe you are lying and come back and punish you.”

      Dakil’s toothless smile spread across his face and his eyes creased into deep slits. “They’ll come after you too, my dear. The Japanese will torture you in front of me to make me talk, even though I’ve already told them everything. It is their way.”

      She shook her head, marveling at how she had stayed with this man so long. She’d been with him since they were children, he was all she had ever known, but his detached cruelty never ceased to amaze her. “Then don’t tell them. What they don’t know can’t hurt them or us.”

      He shook his head. “I’ll make them believe. Perhaps they’ll pick up their trail from here. You said we need food. The livestock’s been butchered and all the young hunters are gone. I’m too old. You’re too old. If we hope to survive we need help. The only way I see is the Japanese.”

      She was going to protest again but he waved her to silence and held out his empty cup. She dropped in tea leaves — nearly the last of their supply — then poured the steaming water. He blew over the top and walked to the door. There weren’t convoys this early, but he knew there soon would be. Gripping his cup, he walked through the mostly-abandoned village until he stood at the edge of the busy road. He settled onto his haunches and sipped his tea, while watching the sun’s rays filtering through the trees.

      A half-hour passed before the first convoy rounded the corner. Dakil set his empty cup in the dirt and stood to his full height, searching for an officer to flag down. An armored car was leading the convoy and Dakil smiled and waved his withered arms. He stepped further onto the road and waved with more vigor as they approached.

      The Japanese officer looked none too happy but directed his driver to pull to the side and see what the old man was getting on about. He ground his teeth, knowing this delay would mean he would be eating road dust until his driver was able to maneuver his way back to the front of the line.

      The black car with the blazing red sun on the hood slid to a halt, throwing up a wall of dust enveloping the old man, who kept smiling and waving. Captain Husukima lurched from the passenger seat and strode to the old man, his sergeant by his side, holding his rifle at the ready. The driver stayed put, watching the big trucks trundle past.

      Captain Husukima addressed him in broken Tagalog. “What do you want?” Dakil bowed over and over, not sure of the etiquette but knowing that Japanese culture was full of bows. “Speak!” Husukima barked.

      “Sir, last night I met an American soldier and a Filipino fighter in the jungle, sir.”

      Husukima’s eyes widened. “An American? Where?”

      Dakil pointed toward his hut. His wife was on the porch sweeping. She watched them with a wary eye. “Near my hut. I was outside relieving myself. They jumped me and,” he hesitated. “Forced themselves upon my wife.”

      Husukima looked past him to his wife. She looked even more stooped and elderly than
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