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[image: ]




While the Baker Boys were toasting and choking on their drinks and celebrating the success of their latest mission, Colonel Travis pulled Gunny Baker aside and said; “I have another mission for you and your men.” 

Gunnery Sergeant Alistair Baker stood five-nine and weighed roughly 160lbs. He had lost close to thirty-pounds on his last mission, so his uniform hung limply from his shoulders. He had also lost three of his men. The Marine standing before the colonel was expressionless, a vision of lean, raw power in a uniform, angry at the loss of his men, and eager for another crack at his enemy. “We’re ready when you are, Colonel. Just say the word.”

The conversation didn’t last long, but it was noticed. As soon as the squad cleared the colonel’s tent, the men quickly congregated around their boss, all the while, pushing Corporal Kirby to the forefront, to ask that all important question. “Go on, Corporal. You’re the man with the extra stripe.” The appointment was unanimous, so the corporal sheepishly responded to the challenge. “What’s up, Gunny? We’re going to Sydney, right?” 

Hopes were still high despite the immediate silence.

Sergeant Stamper didn’t say anything for a few seconds. His gaze was fixed on Gunny’s expression until the light of comprehension flickered on. His quickly thought-out appraisal concerning his friend’s expression also had him shaking his head. Damn. Here we go again. “You look like you volunteered us for something. Where are we going, Gunny?”

Stone-faced as usual, Gunny replied. “To the halls of hell and back, Roger. Codename: Boogeyman Island.”

Now, a month and a half later, the men of Baker’s squad were drooling at the prospect of once again attempting to spend two weeks in Sydney. Almost an entire year has passed since they had eyeballed a woman not wearing a uniform. Yes, they had earned that trip to Australia many times over, yet not all of the Baker Boys would be making the trip. Two were left on the island they had died on, buried beneath the waves of Boogeyman Cove. It was a hard mission. A tough mission, and now it’s over. It was time to lick their wounds and heal.

About every thirty minutes, Captain Rogers brought the Longfin up to periscope depth and then raised the antenna mast to check for incoming messages, his normal routine during the quiet times. On this particular inquiry, the Longfin received a startling message: “Proceed to these coordinates and rendezvous with Cactus Three. Orders in route. Red King out.” Less than a minute after receiving the transmission, the submerged boat was moving west towards a small clump of beach some three-hundred-miles west of Boogeyman Island. 

After a two and a half day journey, the sub arrived at the rendezvous coordinates and sent a coded message to a Catalina PBY, flying boat, circling off in the distance, at about 20,000 feet. Bobbing up and down on the surface, the sub was exposed to all, and extremely vulnerable to a surface attack. The crew of the sub manning the surface weapons were forced to wait an anxious thirty-minutes before the airplane finally flew into view and splash-landed about thirty-yards to starboard of the Longfin. While the plane was on its landing approach, Captain Rogers was in his quarters discussing the second message with Gunny. The apologetic smile on the sub skipper’s face was the first hint that bad news was about to arrive. “Sorry, Gunny. It looks like you boys will miss the trip to Sydney again.”

Gunnery Sergeant Baker shrugged his shoulders as if not sending the Baker Boys to Sydney was nothing more important than throwing a cigar butt on the ground and stepping on it. However, inside, behind his stony expression, he was not happy. The men had lost a lot of weight on their last mission. Only three of the squad had reached 140lbs before they were shipped off again. The men needed meat put back onto their bones and a chance to blow off the tension of war. Generals, however, are generals, and they love it when their subordinates follow orders without question. The Baker Boys were fast becoming General Swift’s favorite unit. 

“Don’t let it bother you, Skipper; it’s just part of the game. Just fill us with lots of coffee and a side order of steak and eggs, and we’ll be good to go. Any indication on what the orders read?”

“No, Gunny. Your orders are on that PBY. That’s about all I know. Too bad you can’t go to Sydney. I was looking forward to tossing a few with you. I guess that’ll have to wait until next time.” 

Before their conversation could continue, there was a knock and then an interruption. “Skipper, we’re all set. Ready when you are.” Immediately after the announcement, the executive officer handed his captain a sealed manila envelope.

“Thank you, Commander. I’ll be there in a minute.

~ ~ ~
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THE RAFTS HAD BEEN unloaded quickly and were in the process of being deflated and buried. This part of the landing was second nature to the Baker Boys. Hit the beach, unload the supplies, and bury the rafts, bam, bam, bam. The strange sounds emanating from a new breed of mammal to the island was also second nature to the Baker Boys as well. 

While the men unloaded the rafts, they were privy to the sounds of countless bird calls and other creatures of the jungle, especially the two legged creature known as Uncus Samus Marineus. This mammal creature was well known for its ability to walk great distances in knee deep mud, under heavy loads without any complaints, and upon waking, it sang such beautiful songs as:  “Dames, broads, chicks, damn what rotten luck. Man, they were just waiting for us to... Oh shit, Gunny’s glaring!” And it died a quick death, just as efficiently and just as silently as burying the rafts.  

When that chore was finished, the Marines gathered around the man in charge, and the introductions were made. Two new appointed volunteers were added to the ranks of the Baker Boys, and Thomas Banan was finally on his way to Australia. 

Banan was in a lot of pain and running a fever, and to put icing on the cake, he was also seasick and dead broke. Besides losing his plantation to the Japanese, empty-handed was not how he envisioned leaving the island. His version of his exodus had him departing the island a wealthy man.

Sergeant Michael Thomas was a good Marine. He had cut his teeth on Guadalcanal and a few other skirmishes, but what made him stand out, was his love for blowing up whatever needed blasting. That particular talent was why he was chosen for this mission. He was very, very good at making things disappear amid erupting explosions. 

PFC Daniel Choctaw, on the other hand, was chosen for his ferociousness in battle. He didn’t care how he killed his enemies or what weapons he used just as long as he killed them. He was a vicious, brutal Marine in battle. 

Now it was time to head for the cave. 

“Red Robin, this is Dirty Bird, come in, over.” 

“This is Red Robin. Go ahead, Dirty Bird.” 

“Red Robin, this is Dirty Bird. We are hit and covered. I repeat, we are hit and covered. All is good.” 

“Roger, Dirty Bird. Understood. Good hunting. Red Robin out.”

“All right, Marines, let’s get these supplies to the cave. Chief, you and Geronimo get out front. The rest of you grab something and get moving. I want his stuff in the cave before daylight.” 

“How come those two guys ain’t carrying something?” Gunny heard the comment PFC Choctaw uttered. It was made to no one in particular, just a thought expressed out loud. Sergeant Stamper always took care of the petty annoyances for Gunny. This chore was also second nature. “When you become a real Marine, you’ll understand. Now quit complaining, PFC, and get to work.” 

The rest of the Baker Boys just smiled. They were all thinking along similar lines of thought: Boy, is that big lug in for a surprise

~ ~ ~
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THE SQUAD DIDN’T GET the supplies into the cave before sunrise. They were an hour late. Still, it took a lot less time coming up the west side of the plateau than it would have had they gone up the east side. A lot less time. And since Kirby’s radio conversation shortly after reaching the plateau, Gunny was no longer concerned with how to dispose of the wooden crates some of their supplies came in. The crates would make great kindling. 

The Japanese had placed one of their infantry squads on the plateau, but they hadn’t heard from the plateau squad in almost a week. That mishap occurred because Corporal Kirby was in a submarine at the time, one-hundred-feet below the surface of the Pacific, so he couldn’t call in a spot report. When the squad arrived on the plateau, he immediately rushed over to the radio and sent a false report to the Japanese commander in charge, and by accident, was just in time to stop a patrol from checking up on that squad. Now, the Marines could breathe easy for awhile.

Thanks to the Baker Boys, the last Jap on Plateau Flat Head was killed just a few hours before their previous mission ended. However, the Japanese command had no idea their men on Flat Head had been killed. Thanks to Corporal Kirby’s studied knowledge of the enemy’s language, and by using the radio the squad captured, he was able to convince the Japanese commanders that they still had a squad positioned high on the mountain plateau, nick-named, Flat Head. Then their mission ended.

When the squad left the island, the men had no idea they would be going back just a few short days later. The squad thought they had left Boogeyman Island, never to return. Then they received new orders: “We’re going back to the cave gentlemen. Corporal Kirby, when we reach the top, get on that Jap radio and see what’s cooking. Let them know that they still have a squad on that chunk of rock.”

“Aye, aye, Gunny.”

~ ~ ~
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RIGHT FROM THE START, PFC Fox didn’t get along with PFC Choctaw, but what was closer to the truth, PFC Choctaw didn’t like the scout. His size and his status with the squad had a lot to do with Choctaw’s attitude. The shorter man from Swain County, North Carolina, could hardly be called average size. He was small for a Marine. He might reach 5’ 7” if he stood on his tiptoes, and maybe 120lbs if he had rocks in his pockets. It was because of his determination and his scouting skills that he was reluctantly accepted into the Marine Corp, not to mention the influence his family had over some of the state officials. 

This mental picture Choctaw concocted of Fox was what he was seeing in his mind, what he perceived as a scrawny little lightweight, protected by the squad. PFC Choctaw, on the other hand, was 6’ 1” and weighed about 190lbs. Much bigger than Fox.

Everyone in the squad knew what the little scout was capable of doing, so they just left the situation alone, smiled, and watched. Gunny was also aware of the impending trouble between the two PFC’s and was about to set things straight with PFC Choctaw. Nobody messed around with the chief as long as Gunny was alive, but before he could do anything, Sergeant Stamper stopped him.

“Al, you know I’m behind you all the way, no matter what. But I think you should let the kid handle this one by himself.” 

“You really think so, Roger?” 

“Yes I do, Gunny. You watch and see, Al. I’ll bet this is one lesson that ugly pug will never forget.” 

“I sure hope you’re right, Roger. I just don’t want to see the boy get hurt. He’s barely eighteen.” 

Sergeant Stamper stared at his friend for a moment before he replied. “That eighteen-year-old kid you’re so concerned about has more Jap kills under his belt than all of us combined. I’m not worried about him,” and the conversation ended. Gunny, however, was still troubled.

Towards the evening of the third day after the Marines arrived back on Boogeyman Island, trouble began to brew between the two PFC’s, and Choctaw was the flame. Only three Marines were outside the cave by the radio tent: Corporal Kirby, PFC Fox, and PFC Choctaw. Sneering, the big Marine made some comments about Fox. “So, you’re the gunny’s pet are you? Do you run to Gunny at night when you’re scared?” 

Corporal Kirby didn’t like the direction the conversation was heading, so he stepped forward in defense of his friend. “Leave him alone, PFC.” 

Smiling, the chief looked at the corporal and shook his head. “Stay out of it, Lance. I don’t need a wet nurse.” 

A deriding snicker interrupted the two friends, so they turned to face the culprit. When the offender spoke, his intent was obvious. “Maybe you should go get Gunny, Corporal. We wouldn’t want the PFC to get scared, now would we?” 

Corporal Kirby stared at the big Marine for a few seconds, then his eyes narrowed, and he stood up straighter. “Maybe you should pick on someone more your size, PFC?” 

“Maybe you should shut up, Corporal. This is between me and him.”

“Stand down, Lance,” said Fox. “Just stay out of the way. I’ll handle this.” 

In ones and twos, the little clearing by the radio tent was quickly filled with excitement in no time. How the Marines knew what was about to happen was anybody’s guess, but they were there nonetheless. Rumor has it, however, a good Marine can smell a fight from a great distance, without the use of radar.

PFC Fox was standing about six-feet away from PFC Choctaw, completely oblivious to the taunting words. He was looking past the big man’s right shoulder, staring a hole through nothing and smiling carelessly. To PFC Choctaw, the scout looked as if he didn’t think anything was going to happen. Boy, is he in for a surprise, he thought, smirking confidently to himself.

PFC Fox was staring past the big man, trying to remain aloof and unconcerned, yet he was cringing inside because of his opponent’s size. Oh wow, he’s a monster. Damn; this one’s going to hurt.

The other scout had his own ideas. The hair on the back of his neck was standing straight out. He was only an inch taller than Fox, but he outweighed the little scout by over twenty pounds. Sizing up the larger man, Geronimo felt he could beat him severely. He was having a difficult time just standing there, unable to stop the confrontation and keep the sour-ass from beating on the wolf (Bonito’s nickname for PFC Fox, but no one knew about that nickname except Bonito).

For a couple of seconds, the Apache scout stood staring at the chief’s foe, measuring him up, planning his first strike. His planning, however, was interrupted by an overwhelming desire, and he found himself stepping towards the taunting Marine, stating his intentions. “Even the stoutest tree will fall with enough well placed blows. You are no different.” Before he could finish baiting his trap to draw the PFC into a confrontation, Gunny interrupted. “PFC Bonito. You and Corporal Kirby go back down into the cave and bring me back a carton of smokes. You know where my rucksack is, so don’t come back without them.” 

“But, Gunny, you don’t...” 

“Now, you two!” 

The two Marines answered as one, “Aye, aye, Gunny,” all the while shaking their heads on their way down to the cave. Disgusted was an understatement. “Damn, Geronimo. You need to slow down your attack. I bet twenty bucks on the chief, and...”

“Quiet,” whispered Bonito, “I have an idea. Gunny said don’t come back without them, right? He doesn’t carry cigarettes on a mission, so it’s a set-up. All we have to do is to adapt, improvise, and scamper up to the ledge with my carton of smokes. If we get caught watching the fight, we can always say we were on our way up with a carton of cigarettes.”

A moment of silence went by before there was a reaction to Geronimo’s words. Immediately after the moment of silence, a wild scramble ensued, and within seconds, the two Marines lay perched on a lower ledge, peering over the crest, waiting for the fight to begin. 

Sergeant Thomas was standing off to the side, watching Gunny and somewhat concerned after he noticed the difference in size between the two men. “Are you sure you want this fight to happen, Gunny? I’ve seen what this man can do with his hands.” 

“Sergeant Thomas,” said Gunny, “don’t you have your firecrackers to look after?”

Now that everyone was aware of what was going to happen, PFC Choctaw began his taunting of Fox again without even trying to hide his comments anymore. It looked to Choctaw as if the squad had high hopes for their undersized scout, and this assumption added fuel to his already burning desire to beat the little Marine to a pulp. Still, the man from the Carolinas paid no attention to him. Smiling, he just stood there, staring past PFC Choctaw as if the man wasn’t even there.

“Are you sure about this, Roger?” 

“Yeah, Al. I’m sure. You remember what happened when the chief fought Bonito, don’t you? That one turned out to be a draw. Geronimo is a hell of a lot smarter than this bum is.”

Now the situation was starting to heat up. One second the scout was smiling, looking unconcerned, and in the blink of an eye later, he was circling PFC Choctaw, staying away from the man’s right hand. Circling on the balls of his feet and waiting, he was only a little over an arm’s length away from PFC Choctaw. 

Without warning, both men charged at the same time, and the fight was on. PFC Choctaw was deceptively quick for his size and sent the scout spinning crazily to the ground with a left hook. The little man from Swain County looked like a thrown rag doll when he landed flat on his back. He hit the ground hard, shook his head, and, smiling carelessly, stood up. “I hope that wasn’t your best shot,” he said, but the chief wasn’t feeling as stout as his words. In fact, he was seeing a multitude of stars. Damn, that hurt.

PFC Fox had a lump already forming on the right side of his face, but PFC Choctaw was also wounded. He was bleeding from his nose and his mouth because the smaller man had beaten him to the punch. Wiping the blood away, he moved towards the scout, but with a little less swagger in his taunts. Those two punches hurt! And what did that little man say? I hope that wasn’t your best shot! 

Fox was back on the balls of his feet, still moving away from his opponent’s right hand. The smile on his face was no longer careless: it was tight-lipped and determined, and it had PFC Choctaw somewhat distracted. What is this little man up to? Without warning, PFC Fox attacked and caught Choctaw by surprise with a sudden blur of quickness, and Daniel Choctaw’s head snapped back twice. Confused and dazed, the big man slowly picked himself up off the ground. Not knowing what just happened, he looked around at the onlookers, wondering which one blindsided him. The squad just smiled at him.

Still somewhat disconnected from coherent thought, he slowly turned his gaze back to Fox. This little man knocked me to the ground? With that sudden realization, his temper began to rise, and it overrode all common sense thinking. He had lost the initiative and his focus, and he had no idea on what to do next. He had been sidetracked by his temper, and the distraction threw off his timing; greatly agitating him even more. 

The fight was slowly shifting in favor of the scout, thanks to Choctaw’s disconcerted state. For every punch Choctaw threw at Fox, the little man landed two, three, and sometimes four punches. Only one out of every three punches the big man threw at Fox landed, yet that one punch still hurt and bruised. 

Choctaw’s face was beginning to show the results of the little man’s speed and power. But the bigger man’s punches were also taking their toll on Fox. His whole face was swollen. It looked nasty, and the scout was slowing down. All of a sudden, he went twirling and gyrating to the ground from a good, solid, right to the cheekbone.

So far, throughout the entire ten minutes of the fight, the rest of the squad had stayed quiet. No cheering, no shouting, no urging on, but when Choctaw landed that solid right to the side of the little scout’s head, everyone let out a loud, ooohh, man! Gunny, however, didn’t stop at ooohh man. “Damn, Roger. I bet that jarred his brain!” And it did.  

Sergeant Stamper was looking at the chief when he shook his head and said, “I believe you’re right, Al. I think I heard something rattle when he got hit.” 

The chief hit the ground on his butt. Dazed, he sat where he had landed for a few seconds before he tried to get up. He made it to his feet on his third attempt, but he was a bit wobbly when he tried to walk. His legs didn’t look strong enough to carry him back into the fight. Gunny was about to put an end to the fight, but Sergeant Stamper grabbed his arm.

“Wait, Gunny. Look at his eyes. He’s not done yet.” 

Gunny was still arguing with Sergeant Stamper, so he missed what happened next.

Wow. This guy hits hard. I gotta come up with some way to end this fight now, or he’ll beat me to death. Fox shook his head, trying to get rid of the cob webs that the big man implanted in his brain. Then he had an idea. Well, here goes nothing. 

He could have stood up on his first try, but Fox was stalling. When he got up on his third attempt, he knew what he was going to do. Slowly, the scout wobbled towards the big man. He looked as if one strong breath from Choctaw would put him on the ground. 

Daniel Choctaw saw the little man awkwardly stutter-stepping towards him and thought, I’ve got this fight. All I have to do is hit him one more time and he’s done. With that thought in mind, he threw caution to the four-winds and rushed straight at Fox, his mind only on throwing the ending punch. That little man hits hard. I gotta end this now. The chief’s misshaped face and that last solid fist to the head fueled the bigger man’s, rising confidence. All of a sudden, the little man’s legs weren’t so wobbly anymore. In fact, PFC Fox was attacking with everything he had left in him. 

He saw his opportunity while Choctaw was charging at him. As soon as the big man’s left foot planted, and before the power behind his punch could develop, David Little Fox, attacked. The ferociousness of his attack took the taller Marine by surprise. One punch right after the other landed over and over again on the larger man’s face, like two pistons firing, rapidly smashing his opponent’s confidence. PFC Choctaw was so overwhelmed he was unable to defend himself against the speed of the attack and very quickly began pawing at the air, trying to block the little man’s punches. Then bam, the chief changed his target and caught the big man in the mid-section with a hard right. Immediately, Choctaw lost his wind and almost doubled over. 

The man who barely weighed more than a rucksack, hit his challenger in the gut two more times before he threw three wicked punches to the big man’s face...bam, bam, bam. Two went to the jaw, and one solid uppercut landed right under the point of the Louisiana boy’s chin. Helped along by the clash of teeth, the collision of fist-to-chin sounded like a baseball bat hitting a home run ball. Then came a round-house right to the temple. Splat! The big man’s head was jarred back violently to the right and he staggered back about four or five steps before he hit the ground on his butt. The bruiser from the bayous stayed upright for a few seconds, before he fell backwards, his head bouncing off the ground. And there he remained, unmoving. 

PFC Fox stood where he was until he was sure Choctaw was out cold. Then, he, too, crashed to the ground on his hands and knees. His arms buckled, and he fell face-first to the ground, exhausted, his arms no longer able to function. 

The plateau erupted with such cheering that you would have thought Charlie Keller had just blasted another homerun. The shouting and cheering lasted almost three minutes before the two sergeants were finally able to quiet the Marines down enough to be heard. Fifteen minutes later, all were back inside the cave, discussing the fight, except for Corporal Kirby and PFC Bonito. They were caught watching the fight without Gunny’s carton of smokes in-hand, so the two men were forced to stand outside, monitoring the radio while the rest of the squad was inside the cave, enjoying the festive mood and basking in the aftermath of the fight. 

“Damn you, Roger. You made me miss the end of the fight.” 

“Too bad, Al. That’s what you get for not listening to me. I told you he’d whip him, but you wouldn’t believe me.”

The two friends argued back and forth for almost ten-minutes, before they were interrupted by the radio. Colonel Travis was on the horn, and he had their marching orders. The Baker Boys were to rendezvous with a sub in three days. Submerged, the sub would head up the west coast of the island and dump the Marines off about three miles from the Poloba naval facilities. There was an airfield nearby the colonel wanted harassed.
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Chapter 2
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The submerged sub was heading north at about four knots. Their drop off point was still over twenty-hours away, a very long time for PFC Fox. He hated subs, he hated large bodies of water, and he hated the confined spaces of the sub.

PFC Choctaw’s face still showed signs of the fight. Even after three days, he looked a mess. He had cuts everywhere and his left eye was still swollen almost shut. His face resembled a puffer fish because it was so swollen and multi-colored. The men of Baker squad didn’t much care for the big Marine, mainly because of what he did to the chief. But if the two of them were put side by side, he looked far worse than the scout did.

The airbase the Marines were targeting was situated on the northwest corner of the island. The Japanese had spent a lot of time and effort in building and camouflaging this base. Their defenses around the base were strong and also well camouflaged, so the hidden positions had to be mapped. 

The fuel and ordinance was being stored somewhere in the jungle on the east side of the base, and so far, the allies have been unable to destroy those stocks. Gunny’s mission was to remedy that situation. “Find where they hide their fuel, Gunny, and blow the whole thing to hell. Good luck, gentlemen, and good hunting.”

The sub was under orders to return to the drop off point every three days for two weeks. At the end of those two weeks, the sub would depart for good, with or without the Marines. So, Gunny was cracking two whips. “We have two weeks to get this mission done, people, so we’re going to burn the candle at both ends until we know our jobs inside and out. I’m not going to miss that sub because we haven’t finished our assignment due to piss-poor preparation. Now listen up and pay attention. Don’t make me throw a boot at you because you won’t like what’s attached to it.”

Sergeant Stamper interrupted the gunnery sergeant before he could continue. “You know, Al. The way things are looking, HQ is probably going to wait until after we’ve mapped out all the positions before they decide to send someone back in to destroy the damn things. And guess who will be the lucky screws that get that mission?”

“Yes, Roger, I believe you’re right. Maybe we should just go ahead and plant the charges, blow up the positions, and forget the mapping. But you know colonels, they want to be the man giving the orders.”

During their cruise to the target, Gunny drilled the squad over and over again, using the aerial photos taken by the flyboys. The photos showed all the known defensive positions and everything else that was visible from the air. The rest, the Marines would find out on their own. Sometime around 0330 hours, Gunny received a message to report to the maneuvering room.

“Yes, Skipper, you wanted to see me?” 

“Yes, Gunny. The mission has been scrubbed. My orders are to take you back and drop you off at the pick-up co-ordinates. When you get back to your cave, you are to contact command for further orders.” 

“Aye, aye, Captain.” Gunny didn’t know whether or not to jump for joy, so he glanced around the maneuvering room, instead. 

Captain Weaver paused for a second, then he asked a question that wouldn’t leave him alone. “What happened to your two PFC’s?” 

Gunny usually talked to higher ranks with his normal stone-faced expression. On this occasion, however, his face cracked and a smile emerged before he could hide behind his, gunny, glare. “They got a little over excited during a hand to hand training exercise a few days ago. They’re all right, just a little bruised up.” 

Laughing, Captain Rogers shook his head and said. “A little? I’d hate to see what happens when they go at it for real.”

The sub arrived back at the rendezvous point around 1030 hours and was forced to wait for the sun to go down, but it wasn’t until 2200 hours when the sub actually surfaced. After a twenty-minute delay, the Uncus Samus Marineus were paddling their way back to the beach. 

“At least we got the chance to eat food we didn’t have to scrape out of a can, or kill and cook before we ate it.”

“Yeah, that was the only good thing that happened on the tour. Maybe we should write the cruise line and complain about the rest of the service.”

“Hey, Gunny? How come they scrubbed the mission?” 

“I don't know, Corporal. They just did.”

The squad was getting close to the beach now, and they could see the whiteness of the sand. 

“Gunny, there's someone on the beach.” 

“Are you sure, chief?” 

“Yeah, Gunny. I'm sure.”

Gunny didn’t hesitate. “Sergeant Stamper.” 

“Yeah, Gunny?” 

“Someone's on the beach. We stop here.” 

Within seconds, the whispered word had been spread and the Marines quit paddling. Now they had to wait and see.

“Let’s get these rafts tied off. Sergeant Stamper, move towards that little island over to your two-o-clock. We’ll stop there and figure out what to do next.” 

“Aye, aye, Gunny.”

That little island he was talking about was actually just a little spit of land with a few coconut trees on it. There was no real cover anywhere on the tiny piece of real-estate, but about three-hundred yards to the northeast was a silhouette of an island that looked like it might have some decent cover on it. The Marines took over an hour and a half to arrive at the larger island, and it had the cover they were hoping for. In fact, it resembled the chunk of rock they had just spent the last thirty-four days on, but on a much smaller scale.

~ ~ ~
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FOX CLIMBED DOWN FROM a tree and handed the binoculars back to Gunny. “I can’t tell if they are tracks, Gunny. There’s just too much distance between us and the island. But my guess is that somebody was definitely on the beach last night. I noticed a dark line leading from the jungle to the edge of the water. Then it goes over the beach like somebody was walking around.” 

Deep in thought, Gunny stared off in the direction of Boogeyman Island. If there was somebody on the beach last night, then who the hell was it? Shaking his head over the puzzling mystery, he paused for a moment before he turned to face the squad. “All right, gentlemen, spread out. Let’s check for Japs. PFC Bonito, see if you can scrounge up some water, or something to eat. The rest of you get moving, and stay sharp. Sergeant Stamper, take charge of the men, I’ve got some planning to do.” 

“Aye, aye, Gunny. All right Marines, you heard the man. Snap to it.” 

Gunny, still deep in thought, turned to face the ocean. 

“I’ll go, Gunny.”  

“Huh? What?” He turned back towards the voice. It was PFC Fox. “You’ll go where?” 

“I’ll go back to the beach,” replied the little scout. 

“All by yourself?”  

The chief was so floored by Gunny’s response that all he could think of to say was, “Yes dad.” 

Now it was Gunnery Sergeant Baker’s turn to be surprised.  

“Excuse me, Gunny. I‘ll go with him.” PFC Choctaw wasn’t smiling because his face hurt too much. His cheek muscles were refusing to work without a great deal of painful protest, so he was wincing while he spoke. “The little man’s arms aren’t strong enough to paddle all the way to the beach and back. He’ll need someone big like me to help him.” 

Staring intently at the big Marine standing before him, Gunny responded. “Now why would you want to help PFC Fox?” 

“It’s personal, Gunny.”  

“That’s not a good enough answer, PFC.” 

“Gunny, I’ve never lost a fight until I ran into the likes of him, so I owe him.” 

Gunny’s eyes narrowed, but before he could say anything else, PFC Choctaw beat him to the words. “Don’t worry, Gunny. My face is still too sore to tangle with him again. Hell, I can’t even talk without pain. That little man hits hard. I’m not about to go through that again. Not without a damn good reason. He hits hard, Gunny.” 

Then the chief interrupted. “Gunny, he’s right. I probably do need an ox along to help out. He can carry me back to the beach.” What the little scout was doing was painful as well, but that didn’t stop him from showing off his pearly-whites.

“I’ll go with him, Gunny.” 

All three Marines turned, and there was PFC Bonito, leaning up against a coconut tree, with his thumbs hooked in his web belt. “I’ll go, Gunny. I don’t trust this Choctaw character.” 

Gunny looked at PFC Bonito for a long few seconds before he responded. “I thought I told you to find us some food, PFC?” 

The Apache scout just shook his head. “Gunny, I won’t be able to find anything until those clowns quit stomping around. With all their thumping around, they’re scaring everything to the other end of the island. Besides, that damn Cherokee can’t do anything without me. He’d just get himself lost if I wasn’t around to help him.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Geronimo. If anything happens, I’ll be sure to duck behind the Ox. He’s big enough to stop a bullet and survive. Besides, you’ll probably get seasick. The ocean is much bigger than a bathtub, don’t you think?” 

Shaking his head, Gunny looked at his two scouts. Damn. They act just like my brothers.

~ ~ ~
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THE RAFT CARRYING THE two Marines slowly headed towards the big island, sometime around 2030 hours. The sea was a bit choppy with the wind blowing from the east. A storm was brewing up, and it looked like it was going to be a dandy one. By the time they reached the beach, they had been blown off course, three-quarters of a mile west of where they wanted to land. The two men had to carry the raft, fully inflated, to where they originally wanted to land because no one thought to bring along Co2 canisters so they could re-fill the raft. The rain hit twenty minutes after they landed. 

The going was tough with the wind blowing, so it took Choctaw and Fox over an hour to reach their destination. By 2300 hours, they were at last on their way inland following a faint trail. Because of the rain, the tracks on the beach were not much more than indentations in the sand, but they were definitely made by a human. 

For over an hour and a half, the two men sloshed their way through the pouring rain and the dense jungle finally to stand at the edge of a kunai grass clearing about sixty-yards from the base of the plateau. They had just removed their packs to take a short break, but that short break never took place. The two Marines were suddenly jumped by three shadows that materialized out of nowhere. PFC Fox was immediately taken to the ground by one of the attackers before he had a chance to react. The other two attackers went after the big Marine.

The struggle was short and sweet. At least for the two American’s, it was. The big man was attacked from his left and right without the slightest warning. His reaction, however, was almost instant. The silent attacker, coming in from the right, jumped on the taller man’s back, trying to strangle and distract him from behind, while his partner skewered the big meal-on-feet from the left. That strategy, however, didn’t work out so well for the colleague. The man coming from the left ran into a very hard thrown, straight-shot to the nose and immediately crumpled to the ground. Every bit of power the big man possessed went into that punch. The man wearing feathers was dead before he hit the ground. 

As soon as he had one opponent down and out, Choctaw grabbed a handful of his second foe’s hair and feathers, and then jerked him over his shoulder until a cannibal was dangling directly in front of him. Immediately, the Louisiana brute grabbed his attacker just above the left knee with a vise like grip, and still holding on to his assailant’s hair, the big bruiser hoisted his terrified enemy high above his head and threw him into the nearest tree. The cannibal’s screams were abruptly cut short when he hit the tree. Despite the loudness of the rain storm and the collateral sounds of the struggle, the big man from the bayous heard his opponent’s bones cracking when the poor soul slammed into the tree. By the time the unfortunate man-eater hit the ground, he too was dead.

PFC Fox was still struggling with his antagonist when PFC Choctaw finished up with his two assailants. The big man quickly reached over and grabbed the chief’s adversary by his hair, and yanked him off his feet, slamming the unlucky man-eater hard to the ground on his back. Without any hesitation, the beast of the bayou immediately, swung his balled-up right fist downward like a sledgehammer and crushed the stunned man’s chest. A couple of minutes went by before the last assailant finally died. His death, however, went unnoticed.

PFC Choctaw was grinning from ear to ear until he saw PFC Fox down on his hands and knees, puking. The scout’s left shirtsleeve was darker stained than the rest of his rain drenched shirt and immediately caught his attention. Two finger snaps later, the big man from Louisiana saw a reflection and then a knife sticking out of the wounded Marine’s arm. Immediately, he ran over, grabbed Fox by his shirt collar, pulled him to his feet, threw a left to the chief’s chin, and put the little man’s lights out. Gently, he lowered the injured man to the ground, pulled the knife out, and doing the best he could, bound up the wound. Once the wound was wrapped well enough to stop the bleeding, he hoisted “little man” onto his shoulder, grabbed his carbine and headed back to the beach and the raft.

~ ~ ~
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PFC FOX WOKE UP TO a rising sun. For some reason his chin hurt like hell. When he tried to move, his left arm exploded in pain. Immediately, a bout of nausea swept over him like some massive wave and he started puking again. Then he heard something that sounded like held-back laughter.

“See, Gunny,” said PFC Bonito, “what did I tell you. I let him go on his own for a change and he goes and gets himself hurt. What’s a fellow to do?”

After his nausea had subsided somewhat, PFC Fox looked around and saw nine Marines staring down at him. Then PFC Choctaw spoke up. 

“I’m disappointed in you, little man. As hard as you fought against me, you let that little scratch put you down. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

Almost immediately, the little scout remembered what happened. “YOU HIT ME,” he roared. “That’s why my chin hurts so much. You hit me when I couldn’t fight back. As soon as this arm heals I’m gonna take one of those trees and beat you over the head with it.”

Then it dawned on him. They were on the little island. “How did I get back here?” He laughed, realizing the only way he could have gotten back...PFC Choctaw. Owe! Don’t laugh, stupid! It hurts!

The Marines had managed to capture almost two gallons of rain water in their ponchos, but that wasn’t going to last long under the baking sun. By late afternoon, the chief was walking around again, and the men were now starting to call him little man. That is, until the big man put a stop to that misunderstanding.

“Nobody calls him little man except me. If you got a problem with that, then take your best shot. One at a time or all of you at once, it makes no difference to me.” The look on the big Marine’s face told everyone that he meant business.

Sergeant Thomas was a little uneasy with the way the bantering was going. To him, it appeared that hostilities were about to break out on all fronts. Gunny, however, didn’t think so. In fact, he was laughing so hard his words were delayed a few seconds. “Why waste the time? Just shoot the Ox and be done with it. It’ll be a lot less painful for us to just shoot him.”

“Nobody shoots the Ox except me!” shouted Fox. “I owe him for bouncing his fist off my chin. Anybody has a problem with that and you can take it up with him.” The chief was pointing at the big bruiser from Baton Rouge, Louisiana: PFC Daniel, the Ox, Choctaw.

The Marines stayed on the little island all of that night and all through the next day. Corporal Kirby kept an eye on the chief’s wound just to make sure it didn’t go septic, and he was under orders to make sure the wounded scout had an ample dose of his, hand-me-down, heals-all, elixir.

Listening to the little man tell what happened after he had three large swallows of the stuff had the squad laughing so hard they had to run off and hide just to calm down enough to hear what Gunny had to say. The man in charge only lasted a few seconds longer before he, too, was forced to leave the scene of laughter. The thought of war or any of its associates was left in the dark recesses of their minds, and for a quick few minutes, they were human again. 

The setting sun was the signal, so the Baker Boys made preparations to head back to their cave. When the sun finally went down, they hauled the rafts onto the beach, loaded them up with what supplies they had left, and around 2200 hours, they pushed the rafts into the surf and headed north.

“Damn he snores loud.” Everybody in the squad snickered at the sudden comment. And then Sergeant Stamper whispered some additional words of wisdom. “He sounds like an old Evinrude. Maybe we should put him to good use and stick his head in the water.” The soft laughter only carried a few feet, and despite having to paddle to the big island, morale was good. Gunny could feel it. He could also hear it in the squad’s bantering.

“That was funny, Roger. I’m impressed.” 

PFC Fox was lying in Gunny’s raft, passed out, and snoring loud enough to wake the ocean waves.
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Chapter 3
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The tiring paddlers were halfway to the island when the first shadow came into view. It turned out to be a Japanese destroyer, and it scared the hell out of the Marines. It came so close to the flimsy boats that the bow wave almost swamped the lead raft. The first enemy destroyer was followed by three others, one right after the other, and it turned the men’s peaceful sea venture into a panic driven nightmare. 

Frantically, the Baker Boys paddled as hard as they could to get out of the path of the fast moving Japanese ships, all the while praying to their maker, as was Gunny. His prayer, however, was shouted, and it was heard by everyone. “Roger, why the hell didn’t you see those ships coming?” Almost immediately, his prayer was answered. 

“I didn’t see those ships coming because your big ass was in the way.” 

They barely managed to survive. The wave from the last destroyer pushed one of the rafts into the other two, almost capsizing all three of them and knocking PFC Bonito into the sea. In less than a minute, though, he was hauled into one of the rafts spitting, sputtering, and swearing up a storm. What the Marines didn’t know was the enemy had decided to evacuate most of their regiment because they were no longer able to support the size force they had there. Just like on Guadalcanal, they were using destroyers to evacuate their troops. However; unlike Guadalcanal, the enemy was leaving behind a small garrison force to maintain a presence there.

“What the hell’s wrong with those Japs? They almost ran us over!” 

Gunny’s face cracked and a smile began to form at the same time he replied. “Be glad they didn’t see us, Geronimo, or they would have run us over for sure. Besides, we’re not back in the states. There are no traffic lights out here, and we’re the enemy.”

Throughout the entire trip back to Boogeyman Island, the squad ribbed Geronimo relentlessly. Even Gunny got in on the fun. It wasn’t until they hit the beach that PFC Fox finally woke up. He had missed all the fun.

Trying to get the chief up the mountain with his bum arm proved to be quite a chore. Finally, PFC Choctaw just threw the little man over his shoulder and started climbing. He also took a ribbing from the rest of the squad. “Come on ya big ox, you can do it.” 

“Hell, who needs a mule when we’ve got him?” 

“Ox hell, we’ve got Paul Bunyan’s beast. Look at him, a big ugly ox without horns. Somebody put a rope on him quick before he gets away.” 

The big man from the bayous had fought his way into the squad, the most amazing thing was the fact that he lost the fight. That big Louisiana brute had lost the fight, but he won the respect of every Marine in that squad because of what he did for PFC Fox after he lost the fight.

Now it was, nobody messed with the chief as long as the Ox was around. Gunny just shook his head. Damn. What a goldmine of Marines these men are. Just for a moment, he stared at his Baker Boys until a bug flew into his eye, forcing him to wipe away the imagined, bug-induced, tears. “Damn Bugs.” And again he shook his head.

The Marines could hear Colonel Travis laughing over the radio. On the colonel’s end, it sounded hilarious, but on the squad’s end it wasn’t quite so funny. The destroyer episode wasn’t far enough into the past for them to laugh about it yet.

“How hungry are you for this recon, sir?” 

“Very hungry, Gunny. If the Japs have evacuated their troops from their base, then we might just land some men there and bring you and your boys back at the same time.”

“That sounds good, Colonel, but like I said, my lead scout is hurt, so it will be at least a couple of days before he’ll be ready.” 

“ASAP Gunny. The quicker you get this mission over and done with, the quicker you get off that island.” 

“Understood, Colonel. Dirty Bird out.”

Gunny looked at Sergeant Stamper, somewhat disgusted. “I sure hope it wasn’t the Colonel that thought up that call sign. I’d be really disappointed if he did.” 

“I don’t think it was the Colonel, Gunny. I think it was some kid fresh out of college trying to impress some general who thought up that one.” 

Gunny shook his head and patted his friend on the shoulder. “Thank you, oh man from Pitt. Your words of wisdom are heartwarming.” Then he turned his attention to the squad. “All right, Marines, listen up. It looks like we have one more mission to accomplish before we leave this hellhole, so...” Immediately, pandemonium broke out and cheers erupted. Gunny stopped spreading his good news because the cave roof threatened to collapse from all of the uproar.

~ ~ ~
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“THE PLACE LOOKS DESERTED, chief. What happened to all of the Japs? This place used to be crawling with them.” 

The chief was just as puzzled when he replied. “They must have been on those destroyers that almost ran us down, Corporal.” 

The two Marines heard a soft snicker to their left and turned their heads, waiting for what came next. The bruiser from the bayous didn’t hesitate. “And you were snoring like a banshee, little man.” 

Bonito’s expression almost matched the bigger man’s facial exertions, just a little less humor crinkles around the eyes. “Yep, you slept through the whole thing. Missed all the fun too.” 

The Ox immediately turned towards Bonito and said. “What are you laughing at, Geronimo? You were the one who decided to take a swim in the ocean about that time.” 

“Don’t call me that, you big ox, or I might just show you how it feels to really get whipped.”

“Any time Ger...” The interruption was sharp and to the point. 

“Shut up, Ox. Both of you. You’ll give us away. This isn’t a hide and seek game you know. These boys fight to the death, and there’s a hell of a lot more of them then there are of us.” 

Corporal Kirby’s whispered response was just as heated as the chief’s. “If I wanted to see the Three Stooges, I’d go to the movie house to watch them. Now, all of you shut up.”

“Ox, you stay with Corporal Kirby. Geronimo, you head around to the right and see what you can find out. I’ll go around the left side and do the same.”

“Hey, chief. You forget who’s in charge here.” 

“Yeah, you’re right, Corporal. I forgot my manners, sorry. What do you want us to do?” 

Corporal Kirby tried to answer as stone-faced as Gunny, but he failed miserably. Instead, his face lit up. “I’ll stay here with the Ox. Chief, you go to the left, see what you can find out. Geronimo, you go to the right and do the same. Don’t be gone too long, I get nervous sitting beside this big ugly beast.” 

The chief was nodding his head while whispering his appreciation. “My kind of Marine. Always accommodating.” However, the light-hearted humor didn’t last long.

“Who are you calling a big ugly beast, you witch doctor?” 

“Ox!” 

“Yeah, little man?” 

“Can it. Corporal Kirby’s your boss. Don’t give him any trouble.” 

Smiling, the big man from Louisiana, replied. “Aw, he’s no trouble at all little man.” Immediately following the smile, a sinister expression crossed his face at the same time he snapped his fingers. “Just like that, little man.” 

“Whose side are you on, PFC?” 

“I’m a Marine, Corporal Kirby. A U.S. Marine. That’s whose side I’m on.” 

“Good,” whispered the corporal. “For a minute there, I thought I was going to have to whip you hard.” 

The big man smiled again, then patted the corporal on the head. “No problem at all, little man.”

~ ~ ~
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THE JAPANESE WERE UNAWARE that they were being watched.  The slightly under-strength company, roughly 160 men, had enough supplies to last them about a month. Once they were out of provisions, they would have to rely on the northern bases to truck-in their stores. Like it or not, they were now on their own. 

The Japanese set up most of their defenses facing east, towards the beaches. Their mortars were in the middle of their defensive positions, but not all of their defensive positions faced towards the beaches. Some faced the jungle. The mortars were positioned so that they could support the beach defenses, as well as, the jungle defenses.

~ ~ ~
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THE TWO SCOUTS WERE about to move out, but stopped when they heard excited shouting. Looking at each other, they all had the same question in mind. What the hell is going on? Less than a minute later, they found out. One of the enemy squads sent out on patrol was returning, and with them were three captives. Their prisoner’s hands were tied behind their backs, and each captive was coupled to one another by a rope tied around their neck. The length of rope, linking the three men together was short, forcing them to walk awkwardly.

“What are they shouting about, Corporal?” 

“I can’t understand what they’re saying right now, chief. They’re too far away.” 

A minute or so later, the corporal’s face went pale and he turned to face the scout. “They’ve captured some Marines, chief. They found them wondering around by the bridge.” 

“What else are they saying?” 

“I don’t know. You need to get us closer so I can understand what they are saying.”

“Geronimo, you cover the right. The chief and I are moving in closer so I can hear what’s going on. “Ox, you go back and get Gunny. Tell him the Japs have captured three Marines, and we’re going to try to set them free. That ought to get him moving faster.” 

Within seconds, PFC Choctaw had disappeared from view.

PFC Bonito moved off to the right, and at the same time, Kirby and Fox started moving straight towards the squad leading the captives. Forty minutes of sneaking about went by before the two men were within ear-shot of the two enemy soldiers talking to each other. 

The squad leader was talking to one of his superiors, explaining what happened when he noticed his prisoners had collapsed to the ground. “Excuse me, Sergeant Kato, while I put these Yankee dogs in their place.” The junior NCO violently flung his empty fist up in the air as if he was jerking something off the ground, and at the same time, he began yelling at the three captives. “You yellow dogs, how dare you sit before your betters?” Brutally, the men were yanked back to their feet, choking from the violent jerk on the rope tied around their necks, their dispirited eyes staring back at their captors.

The prisoners themselves looked in really bad shape, and the Japanese were treating them with brutal disdain. They didn’t appear as if there was much fight left in them. They looked as if they had given up on life. Corporal Kirby turned to look at PFC Fox. 

“No heroics, chief. Nobody does anything, understand? We wait for Gunny.” 

“Aye, aye, Corporal. Damn. Did you see that? Did you see what the Japs just did?”

“Yeah, chief, we saw it.” The scout didn’t like it, but an order was an order, and Corporal Kirby was in charge. “Go find PFC Bonito and have him report to me, then you go back and guide Gunny here. Understood?” 

“Aye, aye, Corporal.”

~ ~ ~
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GUNNY AND COMPANY WERE hunkered down at the edge of the jungle, waiting for the sun to go down. They were discussing the best way to go about freeing the three captives. Then PFC Bonito hit Gunny with a haymaker.

“You have something to say, PFC?” 

“Yes, Gunny,” replied Bonito. “It’s about the Lieutenant, Hawks, and Garcia.” 

“What about them?” 

“They are still alive, Gunny.” 

Somewhat surprised, the gunnery sergeant from Oklahoma hesitated before he replied. “I thought you said they were dead?” 

“That’s what I thought, Gunny. I waited for over an hour for them to show up, but they never did. I even went down to the beach and waited for them, thinking maybe they got hurt or something, but there was no sign of them anywhere. The Japs were getting too close, so I left.”

“How do you know they are alive?” 

“Because I saw who the Japs captured. It’s the guys, Gunny. The lieutenant was still wearing part of his underwater rig.” 

“Are you sure, Marine?” 

“Yes, Gunny. I’m absolutely sure.”

The man in charge stared at his scout for a long few seconds and then slapped him on the shoulder. “It’s okay, Jose. You didn’t know. You did as much as I would have done under the same circumstances. Shake it off, Geronimo, and forget about it. They’re alive, and we’re going to get them back. Now listen up, people. This is how we’re going to do it.”

The Marines began arming their escape route, sometime around 2130 hours. That part of the preparation was Sergeant Thomas’ job. Gunny’s plan of action was simple. Corporal Kirby, the two scouts, and Sergeant Thomas would go after the prisoners. Once they were free, the four men would carry the wounded northwest until they ran into Gunny and the rest of the relay team. The four Marines would then take over the relay race until they ran into the east-west trail, where they would stop and rest. 

Bonito and Fox were staying behind as a rear guard, just long enough for Corporal Kirby and Sergeant Thomas to scamper to their next position, in order to cover the retreat of the two scouts. 

“Sergeant Thomas, you have your demo set?”

“Yes, Gunny.”

“Everyone ready?”

“Yes, Gunny. We’re set to go.”

Gunny gazed at his men for a brief moment and then issued his normal final briefing words. “Good! Let’s get it done.” 

~ ~ ~

[image: ]


THE THREE PRISONERS were being held in one of the bombed-out buildings. The roof was gone, but the walls were still somewhat intact, except for the wall facing the jungle; there was a large, gaping hole where the back door used to be. The American lieutenant was being slapped around by a sergeant known to the Marines: it was Sergeant Akira Kato. The interrogating officer was Lieutenant Yoshida, another enemy acquaintance of the Marines.

PFC Fox was beginning to regret his decision not to shoot Kato when he had the chance. Turning to PFC Bonito, he looked him square in the eye and said, “That Jap is mine. If you get in the way, I’ll beat you till you’re blacker than blue.” 

PFC Bonito stared back at the chief for a moment, and was absolutely stone-faced when he replied. “It’s first come first serve, little man. If you get to him first, I’ll leave it alone, but if I get to him first, don’t get in my way.” 
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