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Jack Straw Noir Adventures

In the Jack Straw Adventure tales, we offer the reader a noir experience. Yes, there is some adult spice in our writing, but it is woven into the larger tapestry of a life-threatening quest.  Patterned after the great adventure movies of the 1950s, our heroes and heroines prowl the backwaters of post-World War II, seeking fortune in the seedy underbelly of expatriate life.


Before cell phones, jet aircraft, and political correctness, the world was a simpler place and there were still hidden corners where adventure awaited those hardy enough to challenge fate and test their mettle against the unknown.  It was a time when the orient was filled with exotic ports of call, the South Sea islands beckoned unspoiled, vast herds of game roamed the African veldt, and cannibals and headhunters lurked in the dense green shroud of jungles.


If you like your action/adventure, dosed with a few carnal pursuits, then the Jack Straw tales are for you. Join me as we leave behind our computer-driven technology and enter a life that was a little more raw and a lot more thrilling.


Enjoy! 


Warning 


This story takes place in the late 1940s long before political correctness was a concept.  I have tried to keep the speech true to the times.  If words like jap, dyke, half-breed, or round eyes offend you, this is not the book for you. Having lived in those times, I can testify that such terms were not always meant to be hurtful and many who used such language were actually welcoming of cultural diversity.  Not just as an abstract idea, but as men and women who rubbed up against it in their daily lives. 

I knew one man who made constant use of the terms slope and gook.  This same individual carried his wounded oriental friend on his back for fifty miles through the jungle to a hospital.  When I was a young man, I spoke the ‘N-word at times, it was in common usage around me.  Yet I knelt on a mountain top in Vietnam one terrible night screaming for a medic to come save my black friend and praying to God for his life.  What comes out of a man’s mouth, is not always what is in his heart. 

As a writer, my obligation is to bring you realistic stories with the true flavor of their setting in both time and place.  I ask the reader not to be offended by any language used herein.  It is not a reflection of my personal sentiments and my hero is true of heart, if not of language. 

This is an adventure story, but it is also a story of lust and unrestrained sexual passions. The story includes graphic sexual descriptions and adult language.  It is an adult read and is not suitable for readers younger than 18 years of age. 

This is an adult action/adventure.  Our goal is to bring the reader an adventure tale flavored with a little spice.  Please let us hear from you.  Feedback from our audience, pro or con, is always welcome. 

This is a work of fiction.  No part of this story is real or intended to represent any portion of anyone's life or incident that actually occurred. Names, places, characters, events, incidents, locations, and businesses used in this story are either complete fabrications of the author or used in a fictitious manner.  Any similarity to a real person or persons or actual events is completely coincidental and was not intended by the authors. 


This work contains sexually explicit material and is suitable for adults only.  All participants in the sexual acts described are 18 years or older.  Please keep this book out of the reach of minor children. 

This work is protected by copyright.  Except for brief quotes published in reviews or advertisements for this book, no portion of this book may be reproduced or used in whole or in part by any means without the explicit written permission of the copyright holder. 

All brand names and product names used in this book are trademarks, registered trademarks, or trade names of their respective holders. We are not associated with any product or vendor in this book. 

The cover characters are models, and the copyright remains with the owner of the photo.  Said models are not characters in the story and are not intended to be represented as such. 

The cover photo is credited to ShutterStock Photo. 


Dragon’s Lair

Prolog

Doctor Jason Clayborne, Ph.D. in zoology, paced anxiously about the clearing, listening to the sounds of the jungle, and scanning the nearby brush for any signs of danger. It was his turn to guard the expedition members as they slept, and he had drawn a good night. The wind was light, the moon full, and a brilliant tropical sky, unmarred by clouds, provided additional light that eased his anxieties and offered him false comfort. Like the others in his party, Clayborne was not a creature of the jungle nor of the night. This land, this environment, was foreign to him and he was a stranger to its dangers. But the men waiting in the shadows were at home here. They had been born on this island, learned to hunt and kill their enemies in this jungle, and to move unnoticed through the night.

The witch doctor and four of his henchmen crouched in the brush that surrounded the camp. They were close enough to hear Clayborne breathing, but he was unaware of their presence. They had waited patiently for three hours, never moving a muscle, and blending perfectly with the flora that surrounded them. The spiders, snakes, millipedes, and small rodents of the night, scampered and slithered over their motionless bodies as if they were leaves or logs. They blended perfectly with their surroundings, and one could look directly at them and not notice that they were there. Suddenly, the witch doctor stood. His movements were fluid and flowing, as natural and silent as a snake sliding through the underbrush. Then he raised the blowgun to his lips.

The poison dart barely pricked Clayborne’s neck. He took it for a mosquito bite and slapped the skin near the entry point in response. He did not see the witch doctor stand, even though he was only twenty feet away, nor put his mouth to the two-foot bamboo tube. He did not hear the almost imperceptible exhale that propelled the deadly dart across the clearing at over a hundred miles per hour. Even if he had known, it would have made no difference. The witch doctor’s aim was true, and the poison was already coursing through Clayborne’s bloodstream, spreading death and irreversible cell damage.

In the jungle, no one moved. After taking the shot, the witch doctor froze in place. He did not even lower the blowgun from his lips. The others would take their lead from him. Three minutes later the witch doctor stepped from the shadows and around the body of Dr. Clayborne. The man was still alive, but he was convulsing and most probably unconscious. His heart would stop in just a few more minutes. The four other men followed and made no sound as they emerged from the jungle.

Silently, methodically, the witch doctor and his companions moved through the camp. One camp worker from the lowlands stirred and began to rise when one of the witch doctor’s followers entered a tent. A muscular hand pushed him back down, and another slit his throat.  The man slumped silently back on his cot.

Two Komodo Dragons were in cages. They had smelled the watchers in the jungle and grew agitated as they entered the clearing. They thrashed against their cages and the witch doctor and two of his followers, quietly and carefully, slit the ropes that kept their cage doors shut. Then the witch doctor and his men quickly withdrew to the jungle to watch the results of their handiwork.

Two twelve-foot, three-hundred-pound dragons padded cautiously from their enclosures. They were wary, hungry, and aggressive. They hissed at one another, each warning the other to keep their distance, as they swept the ground around with their lethal five-foot tails. Their long, forked, tongues tasted the air and read it as easily as a man reads a newspaper. Neither could see the men sleeping inside the tents, but the scent trail was unmistakable, as well as irresistible. Deep in their primordial reptilian brains, nature rang the dinner bell, and they were overtaken with an urge to feed. Each step toward the tents strengthened the man smell, and they began to salivate a poisonous drool. By the time each had entered the tents, they were in a full-blown feeding frenzy.

*****


Chapter One

I was having a quiet drink watching an incredible sunset.  Well, as quiet as you can have in a sailor's bar in Bora Bora, but the sunset was straight out of a travel brochure, the kind you can only see in the tropics.  That fiery ball that haunts our days was crashing into the sea.  Already half submerged, it showered amazing colors across the horizon, as if the sun had shattered on impact and strewn its glowing embers as far as the eye could see. 

I felt her presence rather than seeing her.  She had come up on my blindside and I was distracted by the rainbow of hues.  It seemed like there was a lot more purple tonight.  I was thinking how nice it would be to have the company of a fetching companion and there she was.  Much more alluring than my imagination could have dreamed up.  She was a true vision.  Like a siren had come out of the sea.  Dark hair, enchanting blue eyes, and a figure that could hold its own in any crowd.

She was Caucasian but wore a sarong and looked as lovely as any island girl I’d ever seen.  If I had known there were girls like this left in the states, I might have gone home after the war and not tramped all over the South Pacific.  She hadn’t been here long; she was pasty white.  I prayed that I would be around with the sun turned those long, luscious legs a golden brown.

“Captain Straw?” she asked.  She had a soft, tender voice, like the morning breeze.  Light and teasing.  She was coming to me specifically.  That meant trouble.  The fates were going to fuck with me again and this beguiling creature was their bait.  They thought my life was solely for their own amusement and they were forever sending a temptress to lure me into their little games.

They knew me well and had chosen their bait carefully.  She was bewitching and I was more than willing to play.  The only problem was that their rules often required me to anti my life and they never, ever warned me in advance.

“I’m Straw,” I said.  She had amazing eyes, and they held my gaze despite her other fabulous features. 

“My name is Lexxi Collins.  May I sit?”

“I’d be disappointed if you didn't,” I declared.  My leg was propped on a chair, I pulled it off and sat up straight.  Then pulled the chair around and motioned for her to sit.

“They told me you were a charmer,” she responded, taking the chair I had offered.

Damn that sarong was short, and her incredible legs seemed to stretch on forever.  She crossed them, displaying a long expanse of taut thigh. My pants were getting really tight, and I was hoping they wouldn’t rip right open.  This girl was absolutely stunning.  She oozed sex appeal from every pore.  My cock knows quality when it smells it.  She had to notice my discomfort and she made at least one quick glance in the direction of my crotch.

“What can I do for you, Lexxi Collins?” I asked, hoping I sounded worldly and manly and that my voice didn’t crack.

“My father, Dr. Grayson Collins, is a famous scientist and has gone missing.  Not missing per se, we’re pretty sure he’s dead.  But I need to retrieve the body and see if we can finish his work.  I’m assured that you were the man that could find him” she announced.  ‘What did she say?’  I was distracted by her mouth.  It was incredibly sensual.   Wide and surrounded by the reddest lips I had ever seen.  They screamed, put it here and I could almost feel their softness closing around my johnson.  It looked to me like a perfect fit, and I wondered if my lap was pulsing.  I didn’t dare look.   

“I have a letter for you” she announced suddenly.  As if she had forgotten all about it.  She dug in her purse and handed it to me.

I looked at the seal.  It was Rowena’s and I ran my finger over the unbroken seal.

“Nobody peeked,” Lexxi assured with a knowing smile.

My heart pounded.  I had not heard from Rowe in over six months.  I move around a lot; I had consoled myself that one or two of her letters were chasing me across the South Seas. 

“You gave yourself away, Jack Straw,” said Lexxi. “You froze when I mentioned a letter from Rowena Hollingsworth. It wasn’t for long, but you froze.”

“Hayes” I corrected.

“Hollingsworth,” she replied.  “She married Holly shortly before his death.”  Her voice trailed off.  There was a long silence.  I could see the wheels going around in her pretty head.

“Or did she?” she asked.  “Weren’t you there?”

“No,” I said.

“You took her upriver, found Holly, and they were married.  Then he was killed by the pirates.” She recounted.  “At least that’s the story that I was told.”

“That’s exactly the way it happened,” I declared.  “But I wasn’t at the wedding.  There was a problem with the boat that I had to attend to.”

“Uh Huh” replied Lexxi.  Her tone indicated disbelief.

I ignored her and read the letter. 

Dearest Jack,

This will introduce Lexxi Collins.  Her father has disappeared, and she is in desperate need of your help.  She has all the details and can fill you in.  She is completely trustworthy, but she is also extremely perceptive.  She is not like my other Vassar dorm mates.  She is much more worldly and intuitive.  If she did not need your help so desperately, I would not risk your meeting. 

Please be careful with her.

She is extremely sexually active.  She sensed a change in me since my trip to find Holly but does not know about us.

She was my roommate in college and is one of my dearest friends.  We don’t travel in the same circles, but please help her.

On another front, there is no resolution on matters best not committed to writing

I looked up when I was done and met Lexxi’s gaze.  She had been watching me intently.  I tried to keep a poker face.  I have a pretty good one.  It’s come through for me in tight spots, but this situation had me shaking inside. 

The “best not committed to writing” phrase in Rowena’s letter, referred to her baby. 

Rowena was an old love, a secret love.  Rowena Hays, now Rowena Hollingsworth, was a young woman from New England that hired me to take her up a jungle river in search of her finance, Halbert Pierce Hollingsworth IV, Holly to his friends.

He was heir to the Hollingsworth fortune.   She and I spent a lot of time together on the River and things got carnal.  We found her finance, but he had gone rogue.  He had delusions of following in the steps of his great grandfather, being a grand adventurer, and increasing the family wealth. 

Unfortunately, Holly had gone completely mad and imagined himself a warlord and a drug kingpin.  He totally flipped his lid and tried to kill me.

In the end, he turned on Rowena as well, then drugged and raped her.  We escaped down the river, but he and his henchmen caught up with us.  There ensued a running gun fight and when it was over her former lover was dead.  Rowena cut him down with a burst from a Thompson submachine gun, which she wielded rather effectively.

The story was hushed up to protect the Hollingsworth name and Rowena returned home to discover that she was pregnant.  A phony marriage was inserted in the local record.  It just took a few dollars in the right pockets.  Not difficult at all for an organization as rich and powerful as the Hollingsworth Limited, and as corrupt as parts of South Asia. 

Now she sits as the titular head of Hollingsworth, Ltd, protecting and guiding her son’s legacy until he is old enough to take the helm.  But neither Rowena nor I, know for sure the paternity of the child.  Rowena swears that he is mine, not Holly’s.  But God only knows the truth of the matter. 

Gerard, a local manager for Hollingsworth Ltd, faked wedding documents and a cause of death report on the Hollingsworth heir and Rowena flew home as the devastated widow.  But she was pregnant, and nobody stateside knows of our sexual escapades.

Who’s baby?  That’s the big question.  If he was Holly’s, the kid is heir to a fortune and is Boston Royalty.  If he’s mine? He’s a nobody, but he has a cool dad. 

I looked up and met Lexxi’s eyes.     She was examining every nuance of my expression and body posture.

“Mind if I read that?” she asked, giving me a mischievous grin.

“Yes,” I answered and tore up the letter.

“I love Rowena, and if you’re the guy that pulled that stick out of her ass and sent her home a new woman, that’s fine with me.  She was my college roommate and I adore her.  I don’t run in her circles, and I don’t care whose bed she was hopping in and out of.  I just want her happy and she sure doesn’t seem to be that these days,” Lexxi declared. 

Lexxi seemed genuinely concerned, but I didn’t respond.

Then she added, “Secret notes between a hunk soldier of fortune and little miss proper Rowena Hollingsworth.  Now that’s interesting.  Makes a girl wonder what happened all those days on the River?” Observed Lexxi. 

“Or should I say nights?” She added.

I ignored the innuendo. 

“You said you needed my help, or did you travel 12,000 miles just to speculate about my relationship with your friend?”

“You're right.  It’s none of my business.  I’m just inquisitive by nature. I am truly sorry,” she declared and seemed sincere.

“We were talking about your father,” I urged.

“My father was leading an expedition to capture a breeding pair of Komodo dragons for the Boston Zoo.  Unfortunately, he and his whole retinue disappeared.  No one has heard of them in months, and they are all presumed dead.  We sent a rescue team to find him and bring back the bodies and look for survivors.  They have also disappeared.”

“I want to hire you to go to the Lesser Sunda Islands.  Find out what happened.  Bring my father back, alive, or dead, and capture a breeding pair of Komodo Dragons.  The Boston Zoo still wants their lizards.”

“That should be an easy task.  The island of Komodo is only about twelve miles long and eight miles wide.  It’s got some thick brush but nothing you couldn’t explore in detail in a few weeks.”

“They weren’t on Komodo,” declared Lexxi.

“Same for Rinca and it’s even smaller,” I advised.

“We don’t think he went to either island.  My father wired that there were reports of even bigger dragons on a nearby island.  Maybe twice as big.”

“Which island?”

“We don’t know that.  Sumbawa is adjacent to the west and Flores to the east, but it might be another island.  One close, but not adjacent”

“What makes you think so?”

She pulled a photo from her purse and pushed it across the table toward me.  This was taken a month ago”

I looked at the photo.  It was an aerial shot.  Probably military and it showed a Komodo Dragon in a clearing.  A damn big lizard.  It’s hard to tell the size from a photo, but it looked huge.  It had a deer or antelope in its mouth and the dragon dwarfed it.  The side of the picture had the words, US Navy with a date and time.

“You must have some pull.  These are military photos” I observed, looking up at her.

“We have some friends at court,” she admitted.  At least the Hollingsworth people do.

“No doubt,” I agreed.  “I don’t really want to do this!”

“Why not?  You're perfect.  You know the country; you’ve guided hunts for the dragons.  Your whole background makes you an ideal choice.  Plus, Rowena wants you on this project.

“With all due respect for your father, Miss Collins.  I have no desire to meet bigger dragons. The ones I’ve met will hold me for a lifetime.”

“They’re just lizards,” she objected.

“They’re huge, mean, fast, aggressive and their bites are poisonous.”

“The poison comes from bacteria in the teeth, not the lizard itself.”

“Oh well, then sign me up,” I offered.

“We need you.  I need you.  Rowena needs you.  She funded this expedition based on the assumption that you would be involved.

“This will take a lot of organization,” I complained.

“A lot of it’s already done.  Gerard is putting together all your logistical support.  I believe you know him and his wife.” She looked up when she put special emphasis on the word “wife!”

“I do,” I assured, then added, “you are very well briefed, and you didn’t get your manners at Vassar.” 

Gerard was a French plantation manager for Hollingsworth Ltd.  He was a friend and a very capable man.  I had had a long-running affair with Guerard’s wife and Collins was letting me know that she knew all about it.

“Captain Straw.  I am a woman of the world, and your dalliances are of no concern to me.”

“Then why bring them up?” I challenged.

“I like to study people’s reactions.  It tells me a lot about them and gives me a baseline to judge their reactions in the future.”

“Well then lady, what do you suppose my reactions to you are?”

“Mixed I would judge.  You’re pissed now, but at times I imagine your pants have been a little tight.”

“More than a little, but you know that.   You know your effect on men and like all women, you use it.  You're just not as subtle as most women.”

“Subtly had never been my strong suit,” Lexxi assured.

“I already guessed that.  If we’re gonna work together our relationship is going to have to be a lot less confrontational”

“Then let’s get the business out of the way so that we can make up later.  I am very good at making up” she suggested as she gave me a smoking hot look.

There went my pants again.  There was no way that I could miss that offer.

Let’s get one thing straight first. I don’t care how big your tits are or how shapely those legs are, if you ever play your little games with me again, you’ll be looking for those lizards by yourself.”

“I understand.  It won’t happen again,” she assured.  She seemed a little shaken.  I think men must have habitually given her a pass because of her beauty, but I wasn’t going to brook any more of her bullshit!”

There followed a few awkward moments and we both took a few swallows of alcohol.  Lexxi broke the silence. 

“This island is fabulous, breathtaking,” she observed.

“The pearl of the Pacific, some would say,” I replied, “It’s one of my favorites.”

I love the name, Bora Bora.  It just rolls off the tongue,” Lexxi replied.

“Its real name is Mai Te Pora, which means ‘created by the gods’.  Over time the name migrated to Pora, which meant ‘first born’.  According to legend, it was the first island to rise from the sea after Raiatea.  After that it wasn’t much of a stretch to Bora Bora '', I informed.

I paused to take a drink.  Lexxi was studying me.  Appraising me, and it was a little off-putting.  I could not quite read her.  My inner voice kept telling me that she was trying to discern what Rowena saw in me and it was a little disconcerting.

The silence was growing awkward, so I added.  “It’s one of the high islands.  The mountains are magnificent.  It’s a two-thousand-foot hike to the top, but it's amazingly cool up there and the view is indescribable. 

Along the way, you’ll see several maraes, outdoor stone temples that were used to worship the old gods.  You can still see the ancient petroglyphs and many of the stones are still blood-stained from generations of sacrifices”.

“I’ll pass on that part.” 

“Did you get a chance to see much of the island?” I asked.

“No, unfortunately not.  I was in too much of a hurry to find you.”

“Well, you’ve found me now.  Let me show you around.”

“I’d love that, but there is too much to do.  I’d like to catch the flight out of Papeete morning after next.  Now that we’ve found you, I need to kick off the rest of the expedition.”

“That’s too bad.  You want to ride back with me on the Vassar.”

“Will we get there in time?”

Plenty of leeway, if we leave tonight,” I assured.

“Sounds wonderful,” she answered.

*****


Chapter Two

I love the ocean at night.  The sky was a brilliant spectacle.  The stars seemed so close I could almost reach out and touch them.  The Vassar caught a brisk wind and leaned into it.  We were running at about a thirty-degree angle and the dark waters rushed by with a refreshing spray. 

Lexxi came on deck about midnight.  The trip had taken its toll on her, and she needed some rest.  She had traded her sarong for a Japanese-style kimono robe, cut as short as it could get without showing off her muff. She took a seat on a cushion a few feet away and looked out into the sea, the hem of the robe riding high on her naked thighs.  Her profile in the moonlight was truly erotic and captivating.  The wind played with her black hair and the thin silk molded to all of her womanly curves.  God she was an alluring woman and my imagination raced, thinking of the pleasures that could erupt from her ripe body.

I’d been on Bora Bora to rest and recuperate.  I’d recently been diving for black pearls and had run into a spot of trouble with a giant octopus and then a boatload of pirates.  I tried decompressing at my friend, Tate Toliver’s bar, the Samurai, but after lounging around and drinking for three days, he shooed me away.  Said he didn’t like seeing me with nothing to do but drink.  Then he tossed me out and told me to go find an adventure.

Another adventure was the last thing on my mind.  What I needed was rest and relaxation, mostly with a beautiful partner.  So, I sailed over to Bora Bora.  

What better place to recharge than the Island of the Gods?  Picture perfect scenery, incredible beaches, high mountains, and the most lovely and willing women in the world.  How could a sailor go wrong?

I had my reservations about helping Lexxi, but she was a compelling woman, and this was something that Rowena wanted.  Besides, it gave me a chance to see old friends.  I missed my deep philosophical conversations with Gerard and was sending a message to my old partner Zia as an additional guide.  Plus, I was planning on dragging Toliver into the mix. It might turn out to be fun.   How often does a guy get a chance to catch giant, man-eating lizards?

Lexxi had a flight to catch from Papeete, Tahiti the day after tomorrow and I promised the Vassar would get her there.  She wanted me to go with her, but I had to make arrangements for the Vassar and run a few other errands if I was to take this job.  She could have taken a charter flight out of Bora Bora, but catching a ride back with me would give us a chance to talk and cover all the details of the expedition.

I watched Lexxi for a long time and with every glance, my hormones were popping even higher.  No matter the social tension between us, I was in lust for this woman, and something about the way she handled herself told me that this was a woman used to lust.  A woman that reveled in it and needed it.  The words in Rowena’s note echoed in my mind ‘She is extremely sexually active’ and that thought just made my dick harder.

Lexxi was more sensuous than beautiful, but that’s the trait that counts.  Beauty belongs in a picture.  It’s the province of painters and sculptors.  But sensuality stirs the blood.  It’s in the way a woman moves, cocks her head, throws her hair, or pouts her lips.  Sexuality calls to a male way down deep at his very core, where it sows the seeds of want.

It’s something primal that arouses his desire, flooding him with a desperate need.  A beautiful woman is like a sunset, your impulse is to set back, order a drink and just enjoy the aesthetics of the moment.  It’s a passive reaction.

But sensuality is an entirely different thing.  It motivates and compels action.  The heart surges, the loins ache, and a fire rages within that screams to be quenched.

Lexxi knew I was watching her but ignored my attention. She changed positions a few times, but I could tell that it was for effect.  Her luscious body was squirming around inside that silk kimono like a worm in heat.   She had to know how desirable she looked in the moonlight.

“I’ve still got a lot of questions about this little adventure,” I said, breaking the silence.

“No questions for the moment.  I have something else in mind,” she answered, then stood and moved closer. Then stopped right in front of me, her long legs inches away and her crotch at eye level. 

“I know you want me,” she declared.  Then she reached down and pulled the knot on her robe belt free.  The front opened up and the wind blew one side away from her ripe body and pasted the other side to it.  God, she had round, lush breasts and I wanted to reach for them, but I could smell her need.  It flowed from that thick mat and my tongue ached to taste her.

I put my hands on the back of her thighs and pulled her to me.  As my tongue searched for her opening, I moved my hands up the back of her legs and took a firm grip on each ass cheek.  Lexxi spread her legs a little and slightly bent her knees to give me more access as my tongue found its target.

She had an erotic taste, a tad tangy.  No two women taste the same and I love that first moment of exploration as I savor a new flavor.  Then I pulled her tighter and thrust my tongue deeper.  I lapped at her opening like crazy and she spit out moisture like a leaky bilge pump.  Then I felt her body tighten, her ass muscles spasmed and she cried out loud enough to be heard over the wind.  She just laid her head back and screamed into the night as her orgasm rushed over her.

She looked down at me with desire in her smile.  Despite the darkness, I could see the blue in her eyes as the moonlight bounced off of them.  I had stopped for a moment but was still holding her against my mouth. She put two gentle hands on my head and played lovingly with my hair.

“Fuck me” she pleaded.  “Fuck the shit out of me and promise that you won’t be gentle.

A woman never had to say something like that to me twice.

*****

Lexxi Collins knew the moment she met Jack Straw that she was going to take him to her bed.  He was exactly what she liked.  Tall, blonde, and blue-eyed with a devil-may-care smile and rock-hard muscles.  A brooding stranger to share her lust and judging from the impact he had on Rowena Hays, he must be well worth the ride. Anybody that could turn little miss goody two shoes into a lust-filled woman had to have some special talents and Lexxi wanted to experience them.

Lexxi Collins wasn’t like other women.  She didn’t give a shit about social convention or the rules of Boston’s polite upper crust.  She enjoyed being a maverick and she liked fucking.  It was fun and Lexxi had cast off the chains of Judea-Christian morality the first time she had tasted the forbidden fruit. 

He was an older man, worldly and experienced and he knew just how to touch her to ignite her flames.  She had protested that it was unclean, but he had gently spread her legs and put his mouth on her.  Oh, God! She had never felt such euphoria.  Lexxi became a hedonist that night.  She was already an atheist, or at least an agnostic, so it wasn’t that much of a stretch.  The oral was just the start of her sexual awakening, and she worshipped his cock, while he teased and taunted her every erotic crevice until dawn’s light crept through the widow.  Then they slept in one another’s arms and went at it again sometime mid-morning.

Lexxi was a woman in a man’s world, but she was determined to live by her own rules.  She took to spurning most men and carefully choosing her lovers by her own standards.  She learned that she had an instinct for certain men.  The virile ones.  The ones that could last and stay with her.  The ones that didn’t just want a quick release of the pressure in their loins, but who craved sex and ached to fuck furiously and continuously.  The ones that wanted their partner to cum and cum and cum again until she was exhausted.  Those were the men she searched for and cherished.  The ones who could sate her.

Sometimes they were raw, uncouth, and unkempt.  Men of action, with a streak of adventure in their soul or even violence.  At other times, she found them in the parlor.  Pretending to fit in with the other gentlemen, but it was never a comfortable fit.  They were outliers and their secret was that they craved the female body, not just for their own pleasure, but for the pleasure they could provide it.   

She had a feeling Jack Straw was such a man and she had been moist between her legs from the moment she looked into his deep blue eyes and recognized that raw, primal spark that she had learned to pursue.  Lexxi was a hunter and she had found her prey.

When she felt Jack’s eager tongue gliding softly along her labia, its warm moisture seeping into the most sensitive flesh in her entire body, her legs buckled, and she had to catch herself lest she fall.  She spread her legs and bent her knees to increase his access.  Her fingers stroked the back of his head and pressed him firmly against her.  Jack responded by licking harder and faster and Lexxi threw her head back and moaned loudly and continuously.

“Oh God,” she cried out, thrusting her pelvis at his mouth, trying to fuck his tongue.  She felt his big hands on her ass cheeks as they clamped down hard and pulled her body into his face.  Lexxi loved the physicality of strong men and Jack’s maneuver just increased her desire.

“Oh God,” she cried again and again.  Her voice rising with each cry as if she was competing with the wind.  At the end, she was screaming, and her body shook with uncontrolled lust. 

She tried to push Jack away.  Her pleasure had become too intense.  Too exquisite to stand.  But Jack ignored her protests and dug his tongue in deeper and faster.  He tightened his grip on her, holding her lovely body like a vice and using his lips to massage her tender labia.  Pulling them in and out of his mouth in a pulsating motion. 

Lexxi twisted and contorted, trying to escape the overpowering pleasure, but Jack was too strong.  Too determined to send her higher.  She felt Jack’s fingers stroking her ass crack.  It was slick from her juices and his fingers slid easily along it. 

One digit probed her butt hole.  Then it slid in.  Lexxi fell back against the bulkhead, and Jack stayed with her.  His mouth never leaving the prize, his finger forced its way further up her ass shaft.  Finally, Lexxi screamed and rolled away from him and lay panting.

“Fuck me” she whispered.  “I want your cock inside me!”

Straw had skinned out of his shorts and sat bare-assed on the steering cushion, his johnson as hard and straight as the main mast.  Lexxi reached for it and stroked it lovingly.  She kissed it gently, sucking its head softly for a moment or two, while pumping the shaft with her right hand, and caressing his balls with her left.

Then she impaled herself on his cock, stopping briefly to tease herself with the tip. Running his cockhead along her slit, before dropping her weight and ramming it home.

Jack tried to give a good account of himself by thrusting upward at her. But Lexxi was on top and in the driver’s seat.  She pumped her ass frantically.  Milking Jack Straw’s powerful body for all the pleasure it could provide. 

Toward the end she leaned forward, dangling her tits in Jack’s face and letting him suck on her nipples as she worked her ass like a trip hammer.  Driving Jack’s cock in and out of her opening just as fast as she could move her hips.

When she came it was a big one.  Lexxi had been weeks without a lover, and she chased her orgasms with a wanton abandon.  Lexxi was a woman that relished her climaxes, and she drew this one out just as long as she could.

She sensed Jack was getting close and increased her speed and changed the angle of penetration just a little to magnify her pleasure. Lexxi’s moans changed in tone and intensity and Jack responded with harder and deeper thrusts. Then Lexxi’s release crashed over her in waves, and she raked Straw’s back with her fingernails and announced her climax with a scream that shattered the night. 

She had timed it just right; They came at almost the same instant.

*****

Lexxi lay across the cockpit cushions, her head resting gently in my lap.   It had been a perfect night. One of those that touches you down deep and teases your soul. I’d made love to a beautiful woman, the sky was brilliant with a carpet of stars, and the moonlight bounced off of the surrounding sea. 

The wind was strong and steady, and the Vassar leaned into it, bending its power to her own needs.  My ship was in her element, and I sat quietly, lost in thought, as we glided through the darkness.

Suddenly, the temperature dropped like a stone and the Vassar lunged.  Maybe I was distracted and didn’t see the signs.  Or maybe, it was just one of life’s freak events and there was no warning.  The sailor in me asserts that it is impossible for me to miss the hints of a rising storm.  But that could just be my ego chipping in its two cents worth.

The wind was up significantly and with it my blood.  It gusted viciously and rolled down the deck in icy, swirling vortexes.  It was as if I had sailed through some invisible barrier that could only be felt, not seen.  It was cold, lightless and the very air around us felt clammy and alive with motion.

The moon and the stars were gone, blocked by low clouds and a light fog.  The wind shifted erratically and surged quickly to gale force.    The Vassar lunged and lurched, throwing herself first one way, and then another in a fit of indecision.  The wind and the sea were in turmoil and the great ship lumbered in their chaos.  She could not react fast enough to keep up with the constant changes.

Lexxi was awake and clinging to me.  “I’m freezing,” she complained.

“Hang on,” I warned.

“I’m going to get a wrap,” she said, trying to stand.  But I grabbed her wrist and pulled her back down beside me. 

“Stay here and grab hold of something” I insisted.

There was no horizon.  Just blackness, up, down, and sideways.  No reliable reference point as the Vassar rocked and plunged and rolled.  The wind ripped and swirled and howled.  Tearing at our clothing, as black water broke over the bow and coursed down the Vassar’s decks.  The warm tropical waters were a gift of warmth from the sea.   

The Vassar literally fell into the next wave and the impact jarred us as she crashed down into a wave trough.  It got even colder and there was more moisture in the air.  In the sky above and up ahead, there were bright flashes.  Long streaks of lightning played from cloud to cloud and cloud to sea.  A few seconds later the thunder rolled down the deck and I could feel its percussive force.

Then the rain started.  It came at us in great globs as big as golf balls and they hit with damn near the same force.  They came sideways, driven horizontal by the wind.  A wall of water, barely distinguishable from the angry sea.  We were soaked in seconds as sure as if we had dived into the ocean.

There was nothing to do but ride it out.  I couldn’t take down much sail, not in these conditions.  It would have been suicide to try.  The Vassar was a good boat, made to boldly challenge the world’s oceans.  I prayed she could handle this little tantrum of the sea gods, but the way the mast moaned and creaked made me doubt her.

Lexxi clung to me, and I clung to the ship and we huddled together, shivering against the cold.  At the worst of it, the wind increased, and the waves broke over us with increased ferocity, as the Vassar pitched and rolled, wallowing in a confused sea.  We watched helplessly as the lighting grew closer and then struck all around us.  The halyards glowed with electricity as if on fire with a blue flame and the decks shook from the power of the thunder.

The storm was one of the most intense that I had ever encountered, but luckily it passed quickly.   Part of a squall line moving through.  Two fronts of air in violent disagreement.  Such is expected when you’re at sea.

Lexxi and I were no worse for wear, but she was a bit shaken.  She went below to get some rest and I suspect hunt up some alcohol.  I didn’t see her again until dawn when she brought me some breakfast. 

My greatest fear was the condition of my ship, and I inspected her from stem to stern.  The masts had held, as had the spars.  The big damage was in the canvas, and I’d have to restring some rigging, but all in all my lady did well. 

We made landfall in the early evening; the rest of the trip was uneventful if you don’t count another couple of rounds of sexual one-on-one.  I tied up the Vassar, then hopped back on board. Lexxi held out her hand and led me below for round four or was it five?  We had a late dinner in Papeete and returned to the Vassar.  Her plane didn’t leave until morning, so we spent the night getting better acquainted.  God was she a woman a guy should get to know.

*****


Chapter Three

I put Lexxi Collins on a plane at 7 AM, Tahiti time.  She'd be in the Sundas in less than a day.  Then I headed toward my friend Tate Toliver’s Bar, ‘The American Samurai’.  Ya gotta love an island where you can get an American breakfast with a beer an hour after sun-up.

I took a seat at the bar and ordered scrambled eggs, sausage, hash browns, and a side of flapjacks.  Tahiti was one of the few islands where you could get good sausage and Toliver’s was the only place that served pancakes with real maple syrup in a two-thousand-mile radius.

“What are you doing back?” growled Toliver. 

“I did as you instructed.  Went over to Bora Bora and climbed a mountain, got laid, and did some diving.  Now I’m back,” I responded.

A couple of weeks prior Toliver had kicked me off my bar stool and sent me packing.  Told me that I was too young to be sitting around feeling morose and ordered me to go find a woman or an adventure or both.

It was for my own good.  Toliver was an old friend; we’d been in the war together and done considerable carousing since.  A few years back we’d gone on a treasure hunt. The sunken ship kind.   Damn near got us killed, but we pulled it off and put money in the bank.  A lot of money.  ‘Freedom Money’ as Toliver calls it.

‘Don’t give a shit’ money that would allow a man to do anything he wanted and wasn’t nobody gonna tell him different. It was his money to burn and his life to risk.  That’s ‘Freedom Money’.

I met Toliver in the Burma jungles.  I was dropping supplies to a long-range patrol and the Jap gunners got a piece of me.  One engine was on fire, the plane was trying to spiral, and I was losing altitude fast.  I’d never bailed out before but watching that green jungle getting ever closer was a powerful motivator, so I jumped into Japanese-occupied territory.

Lucky for me, Toliver found me before the Japs did. I was hanging in a tree. The enemy would have bayoneted me on the spot and just left me hanging.  Tate cut me loose and took me back to his unit.  It turned out to be General Merrill’s Marauders.

I thought I was saved, but then I discovered that they were going further into the jungle, not out.  We were behind enemy lines, and they were headed even deeper in.  Several hundred miles deeper in.  It was either try and make it out on my own or tag along with them. They had big guns and plenty of food, so I chose them.  Congratulations pilot Straw, you are now officially a commando.

By the time Toliver handed me a plate full of food, two lovely barmaids had sidled up to me.  One on each side and they were all smiles.  The one on the right was a pretty Polynesian.  Not as lovely as Lexxi, but she’d do.  I guessed the other was French Vietnamese and she was gorgeous.  Tall and lithe with classic facial features.  She made my heart race and my dick throb.

Not only does that racial mix produce some incredibly stunning women, but they often come with a tolerance, even an inclination, toward bedroom games.  Most Asian societies have a nuanced view of sex.  It’s not like the States, where lust is all bound up in religious guilt.  In the Orient, it’s a recognized and accepted human need.  Then when you toss in a dose of French promiscuity, you get beautiful women that understand that their bodies are for pleasure.  Both yours and theirs. 

Unfortunately, I was on a schedule and didn’t have time to play.  It pained me to do it, but I gave them both a squeeze around the waist and told them to scat.  Promising to come back later.   When they were gone, I turned back to my breakfast and slid a picture across the bar toward Tolliver.

Tolliver looked at the photo.  “Looks like one of those big lizards that you hunted,” he observed. 

“Komodo Dragons,” I informed.  “But this one isn’t where it’s supposed to be and this one is half again as big as any I’ve ever seen.  The size is a guess.  It’s hard to tell from a photo, but I’ll bet it's much bigger.”

“So, what’s the deal?”

“A scientist named Grayson Collins led an expedition to capture a breeding pair for the Boston Zoo.  He never came back.  The rescue party sent to find him also disappeared. I’ve been hired to find out why and grab a couple of live lizards. Sound like fun?” I asked with a grin.

Toliver was quiet for a long time.  He just looked at me and occasionally looked down at the photo.  Even picked it up once and studied it.

“Well?” I pressed. 

“Hell yes! It does sound like fun,” Toliver agreed. “I need a day to get things around here set up for my absence.”

“I need a day to get the Vassar all bedded down,” I echoed.

“Damn!” he declared, slapping his huge hand on the bar.  “I do need an adventure, and this does sound like fun.”

“Will there be a pretty girl?” he asked.

“A high probability,” I replied, and we shook on the deal.

*****

I hate flying.  Change that, I hate being flown.  I always feel better when I am at the stick.  The pilot seemed to know his stuff, but the island-hopping plane was little more than an aluminum tube, two wings, and some big honking motors that were noisier than my uncle's open cockpit crop duster.  Of course, if we had to put it down, this plane would float and the Stearman wouldn’t.

I’m a big guy and there’s never enough room on a plane. But I’m barely half the size of my friend Tate, who was taking up a seat and half right next to me.  Two big guys in seats made for two little ones, so I just scrunched up and suffered through it.  The flight was jam-packed, and I was hoping that the pilot had paid attention to his load specs.  It’s easy to get your center of gravity off in these old crates and when that happens, they have the aerodynamics of a rock.

It was pointless to try and talk, between the engine roar and the livestock in the back, so we just suffered in silence.  There was a flock of chickens back there that were clucking like crazy.  Probably the changes in pressure.  Imagine a bird that can’t take heights.  Evolution fucked up there.    Every once in a while, the goats in the back chimed in with a cabin-piercing blaaaahhh. 

I paid good money for first class.  That meant we were up near the cockpit and as far away from the animals as you could get on this piece of tin.  But I could still smell the goats.  We could have had a bigger plane, but it would have meant waiting.  Direct flights are only scheduled once a month and time was of the essence.  Beggars can’t be choosers, and this was the quickest way to catch up with our exploration team.

So, it was island to island for two and a half days, with a change of goats and other livestock at each stop.  We’d been living off a bag of food and drink we brought with us and whatever fruit or cooked meat we could buy at the various airfields.  We had laid over several times to change planes or refuel so we had a little time to sample the local grab-and-go delicacies.

I started this trip tired and hungover, and my mood wasn’t getting any better.  Toliver should have been the same, but he’s an iron man and nothing seems to faze him.  I’d gotten the Vassar all bedded down.  They’d pull her out and scrape her hull, then tuck her away for my return.  Short of a volcanic eruption or a tidal wave, my baby would be safe and sound and waiting for my return.

My errands were all done by mid-afternoon, so I went back to Toliver’s and had a few rounds with that lovely French-Vietnamese beauty.   Her name was Mia, and she wore the traditional ao dai, with a slit down both sides of the skirt.  But she wore it braless, and her nipples teased the material, and she didn’t wear the long pants that usually go under the skirt.  Instead, she flashed her bare legs, and the effect was stunning.  Her gams were nothing short of chiseled perfection.  The Polynesian girl was there also, they were both with other customers.  The Poly nodded and smiled, but Mia broke away and came to my table. 

The minute she put a warm hand on my shoulder, I knew she had me.  We spent the rest of the day and most of the night in one another’s arms.  God, she was lovely.  A sweet face, captivating black eyes, and lips that just screamed to be kissed.  She had small but elegant breasts, and she wrapped her flawless body around me like a spider eating its prey.

I love vocal women.  They always get the best out of me.  She loved being penetrated and spurred me on with soft, guttural moans that made me want to be her superman.  Fuck, we went at it like crazy.  Couldn’t get enough of each other.

As I said, we were sitting in the most forward seats, and I could look right into the cockpit.  There was no door, and I was carefully monitoring every move the pilot was making.  He was doing a good job, but if he fucked up, I was ready to have Toliver yank him out of his seat so that I could take the controls.  It was highly unlikely that would be necessary.  It was just an extreme scenario born of my own paranoia and absolute boredom. 

The co-pilot was just a young pup.  Young enough to still be a virgin.  But you can’t always tell by looking.  I was flying fighter planes over China when I was sixteen and bombers over the Himalayan hump when I was seventeen.  Age isn’t always a good yardstick to measure a man’s worth.

I was relieved when the pilot lined up on our final destination.  I’ve seldom been so glad to be on the ground.  As we came to a stop, I saw a familiar face that gave me pause.  He was waiting on the taxiway.

“There’s trouble,” I said to Tate, but he didn’t hear me.

They rolled some portable steps up to the plane and Tate and I bolted for the door.  Let any grass grow under your feet deplaning in these island hoppers and the isles will be filled with livestock.  The little man was waiting for me at the base of the four steps of the ramp.  

“Mickey Spotts,” I said, moving aside so as not to block the flow of the other passengers or the goats. “This is an unexpected pleasure.  What brings you here to greet me?  My curiosity meter is pegging to the max.”

“It’s good to see you, Jack,” said Spotts, sticking out his hand.  For a little guy, Mickey had one hell of a grip.  But there were a lot of things about Mickey that you’d never expect.” 

“You didn’t come to catch up, so what’s up?  It’s not Rose, is it?” I asked, suddenly concerned.

“No, she’s fine.  She’s in the Mediterranean.”

“When did you last hear from her,” I asked.

“It’s been a while, but I’d know if there was a problem and I’d get word to you,” he assured.

“Thanks’ Mickey,” I responded gratefully.

Rose was an incredible blonde secret agent.  She, I, and Mickey had been undercover, and Rose and I had become rather close.

“Can we talk in private?” asked Mickey eyeing Toliver, who had stopped next to me and included himself in the conversation.

“This is Tate Toliver.  You can talk freely in front of him.  I’m going to tell him what you said anyway.”

Mickey gave me one of his looks and turned to Tate.

“Mr. Toliver, It’s good to meet you,” said Mickey, shaking Tate’s hand.

“If you ever need any help straightening out certain matters in the states so that you can go home, let me know.  I’ll be glad to help.”

“That’s generous of you Mickey,” I declared.  “Now that you’ve impressed us both with your homework, exactly what do I have to do for that little favor?”

“Jack, you wound me,” said Spotts, putting his hand over his heart.

“Yeah, yeah what’s going on?”

“Jack, I've got a little job for you.”

“Mickey, you seem to think I’m in the spy business. I’m not part of your merry band.”

“We know that Jack,” he assured.  “It’s just that we think of you as adopted.  Kind of an auxiliary force of one.  Unofficially of course.  Like that pirate business.  You left a lot of bodies floating around French Polynesia.  Someone that doesn’t know you as well as I do, might think that calls for some investigating.”

“I’m just a sailor, hauling freight from one island to another.  You know the open seas.  Sometimes there’s trouble and you guys with the badges are a long way off.”

Speaking of just a sailor hauling freight.  What kind of freight are you hauling going inland?

“Just doing a favor for a friend,” I protested.

“That’s exactly what you’d be doing for us.  A favor for a friend,” Spotts grinned.

“Ok Mickey, buy us a drink and lay it out.  Tate’s going inland with me, so you might as well clue him in too.”

The bar at the airport hadn’t seen a clean glass since it opened, but the beer was tolerable.  As we sat down and looked across the table, I realized how much I had missed Spotts.  He was a little guy, but he truly was a force of one.  An amazing little man that people underestimate at their peril. 

He worked for one of those post-war shadowy, multi-national organizations that did half police work and half national security stuff.  The world was changing quickly.  The war was over.  The Yankees had won, and they were busy making the new rules.

A middle-aged waitress came to the table that hadn’t been washed in a week.  Give the bill to this man,” I said, pointing to Spotts.

“Three beers,” ordered Mickey, handing her a greenback.

The waitress was back with our beer, and I was pleasantly surprised that it was cold, so I chugged a third of it.  Spotts looked around to make sure we didn’t have any company close enough to listen.  Then explained.

“I need you to do some recon for me.  Just recon.  You don’t have to kill anybody.  It should not be risky at all.  Just keep your eyes and ears open where you’re going and let me know what you see.”

“What am I looking for?”

“Gold!” Mickey whispered, leaning across the table, and lowering his voice.

“There’s a lot of new bullion coming on the market, and it caught our attention.

“That’s not illegal and how do you tell gold is new anyway?” I asked.

“New gold, old gold, it’s the same shiny metal, but a new source coming on to the market can shift things around.  The US dollar is backed by a specified amount of gold, and more than half the world’s currencies are pegged to the dollar.  A little gold coming on the market is no big deal.  But a lot of gold flooding in can shake up things economically.  It’s simple supply and demand.  Too much gold and the value goes down.  Suddenly your dollar isn’t a dollar anymore.  It’s ninety cents or seventy-five cents if it’s a fuck of a lot of gold.”

“All those bankers with shrinking accounts.  Breaks my heart,” I opined and took another drink.

“Word is that there's a gold mine up where you’re going and that whoever owns it is periodically sending a boatload.  And I mean a boat load, down the river, where it's smuggled out of the country.  It’s just something we need to keep an eye on.”

“So, what do I have to do?”

Spotts shoved a photograph across the table.  It was an aerial shot of a vessel about a hundred and twenty feet long.  It was rigged for fishing and was in a small cove surrounded by jungle.”

“Jesus,” I said.  “Does everyone have a picture of this island?” I exclaimed, handing the photograph to Tate.  Spotts just smiled non-committedly.

“That boat shows up at random intervals.  Sometimes two weeks, others six.  Never stays very long, twenty minutes to four hours max.  There is no visible reason for it to be there.”

“Maybe the guy has a honey stashed.  He shows up, does his business.  If he has a short fuse, twenty minutes is plenty of time.” Toliver inserted.  It was the first words he had contributed to the conversation.

Spotts just looked at him with a stoic stare.  I snickered.  Not from Toliver’s contribution, but Spotts' consternation.

“Always toward the end of the day and always at high tide,” Spotts continued without commenting on Toliver’s speculation.  “It's like they want to be at night as much as possible, but they don’t want to run that inlet in the dark or at low tide.  We’ve tried to intercept it, but our luck’s been shit.  I even sent someone in to sit on that cove and he never came back.”

“Jack, that’s the same island where Dr. Collin’s expedition vanished, the rescue team disappeared, and my guy has failed to report in.”

“I knew there was a catch to this deal” Toliver chimed in.

“I’ve never been comfortable with it either.  Something is going on that people aren’t telling us about.”

“Be careful Jack and if you call for help, I’ll make sure you get it.  Just look around and keep your eyes and ears open.  I need to know if someone new is mining gold. How much there is and where it’s going?  The number of people in the world with gold mines is a short list and any one of them can shake up the market if they have a mind to.   This comes under the heading of national security.   We just need to know if there’s a new player in the game and if they’re friend or foe”.

“Sounds simple enough,” I replied.

“It is.  You get a whiff of a mine, shipping or selling.  Just let me know.  That’s all there is to it.  As I said, no risk.  No snooping around.  No cloak and danger.  No killing anyone.  Just stay alert.”

“You got it, Mickey.  How do I get a hold of you?” I asked.

“Spotts passed a card across the table.  It had phone numbers, an embassy address, a safe house address, and several radio frequencies and code names. 

“Got it all covered, don’t you?” I said, showing the card to Tate.

“I hope.  Good luck.  You’ll need it where you’re going,” Mickey declared.

“Come on along and do your own spying,” I suggested.

“How’d you get roped into this anyway.  You guys are crazy going into dragon country,” he asked, ignoring my offer.

“Don’t you like lizards?” I teased.

“No, and I especially don’t like great big fucking giant lizards with poison teeth. They should have died with the other dinosaurs.”

“They’re not that big, and the teeth aren’t poisonous, there’s some bacteria on them that’s poison,” I protested.

“You can say that.  You’re a big guy and it would take one of them two days to eat a guy like Toliver here.  But I’m bite size.  Snap and it's over,” joked Spotts opening and closing his hand like a mouth snapping.

‘They give me the creeps,' Spotts added and shook his shoulders in mock disgust.  Then he downed the last of his beer.

“So, if I get into trouble you won’t come to my rescue with a platoon of marines?” I prodded with a smile.

“I’ll send some marines if you need them, but I won’t be with them,” Spotts assured.

“Well, I guess that’s caring in a roundabout kind of way,” I judged.

“Like I said, Jack.  You’re an honored auxiliary,” declared Spotts, giving me one of his shit-eating grins.

I ignored Spotts’ comment by draining the last of my beer and setting the bottle down.

“Want another.  I’m still buying,” Mickey offered.

“No, I have to go check on our plane.  They’re supposed to have a Catalina ready and waiting for me here.  But I’m sure Toliver would love one.”

“OK, it’ll give me a chance to get to know your friend.”

“Just remember that he is an acquired taste,” I said, getting to my feet.

“You met your new pilot yet?” asked Spotts, leaning back in his chair.

“What pilot?” I asked.

“You’ll find him with the plane.  You didn’t know? Miss Collins must have hired him. Boy is she a ball buster.  Watch your pecker with that one,” he teased.

“What do you know about this pilot?” I asked

“Why would I care?  He’s your pilot,” replied Spotts, his shit-eating grin was ear to ear.

“Cuz, I know you, Spotts.  Spill.” I insisted.

“Looks clean to me.  Good war record.  Like your boy Toliver’s here, he was in that mess in the Solomons.  Flew Black Cats for the Navy.  Two medals, both with the little ‘V’ for valor.   Only one air kill in the air but chalked up three Jap submarines, a destroyer, and a light cruiser.  Don’t know why he didn’t go home.  That’s always a red flag,” answered Spotts.

“I didn’t go home,” I responded quickly.

“I know,” quipped Spotts, then added laughing “Truancy is a bitch!”   That set Toliver laughing even louder. 

I didn’t give him the satisfaction of a response.

“The guy’s a lot like you,” Spotts continued.  “A little crazy, but a hell of a pilot.  You and he are going to either get along like two peas in a pod or mix like oil and water. One or the other.”

“Always a pleasure Mickey,” I said and headed for the door.

*****


Chapter Four

The Timor airport wasn’t very crowded, and it wasn’t much of an airport.  Just a grass field with one brick building, a couple of converted Quonset huts, and a makeshift tower. But it didn’t need to be anything fancy, which was fine, because all I needed was a gas pump. 

We’d gotten in early because we caught a tailwind, and now there was nothing to do but wait for our passenger.  We were in the Lesser Sundas and our target island was about seven hundred miles almost due west.  All I needed was a full tank and four hours of good weather.  It had been a long trip, but it was almost over. 

When I left Spotts drinking with Toliver at Port Mosby, I checked in with the airfield manager and he had a converted PBY Catalina all ready for me and he also handed me a handful of messages, all carefully arranged by date and time in chronological order.  They were from Lexxi and Gerard.  The manager, a very efficient local, assured me that all the equipment requested, including those items addressed in the messages, was loaded, and secured.  But just to be cautious, I did a personal inspection myself.  He was right.  They did a bang-up job of loading, and it was quite an assortment of gear.  Lexxi and Gerard seemed to have thought of everything.

PBYs are great plains, with a cruise speed of a hundred and seventy knots, they’re not the fastest things around, but they’re one hell of a workhorse and have a twenty-five-hundred-mile range.  All the services flew some version of them during the war, and there were a lot of them sitting around the South Pacific when everyone packed up for home.  You could pick them up pretty cheap.  This one was still half military, but someone had added some civilian touches.

Spotts wasn’t shining me on, we did pick up a pilot with the plane.  His name was Slim Hawkins and he turned out to know his stuff.  Slim wasn’t the name his mama gave him, but it was the only one he answered to, and it was an apt moniker.  As Toliver observed he was “so thin that if he lost any weight he’d fall through his asshole and hang himself.”

There was a bit of a misunderstanding.  Slim was under the impression that he was the head pilot on this outing and was not pleased to discover that I was going to be top pilot.  I didn’t have any real doubts about his piloting skills, judging from the way he distributed the load, he sure knew his way around a PBY.  Plus, he had flown with the ‘Black Cats’ and that’s one hell of a recommendation.

But I still had him fly most of the trip so that I could keep an eye on him. I like to make my own assessments.  Besides, there is more to what a man is made of, than the way he handles the stick.   Having me looking over his shoulder didn’t seem to bother Slim.  I was sure he’d been on plenty of check rides.  But being copilot sure rubbed him the wrong way.

Early in the war, things weren’t going well in the Solomons.  The US Navy was hanging on by its fingernails and the Japanese Navy was throwing everything they had at them.  The Japs were ready, and we weren’t.  They were better equipped, better trained, especially for night engagements, and they outgunned us.  The marines were holding their own on the island of Guadalcanal, but the channels between the islands were Japan’s favorite killing ground and they flooded them with destroyers, cruisers, and armed transports.

The “Black Cat’s were a squadron of PBY Catalinas, all tricked out to reign death from above.  They were painted jet black and they took to the skies at sundown.  When they were done, there were a lot of Japanese warships, from destroyers to heavy cruisers, that never made it back to port.  Japanese sailors called them the ‘Death Shadows’, or something like that.  It loses a little in the translation.  There’s a stretch of water in the Solomon’s called ‘Iron Bottom Sound’.  The Black Cats made major contributions to that steel graveyard.

It had been almost a week since I put Lexxi Collins on a plane in Papeete and getting here had been a hurried ordeal.  More than once I wished I’d been able to fly out with her.  She took a clipper and those were as direct as you can get in the South Pacific and they have the comfort of a private mini-cabin to rest and relax during the flight.  They even have a dining room aboard.  Beats the hell out of the paper bag that Toliver and I had been eating out of. But Clippers only depart once a month and time was of the essence. 

*****

The Island hopper from Tahiti to New Guinea was by far the worst leg of the trip.  Four thousand miles of pure pain in the ass public transit.  Even after I picked up the Catalina at Port Moresby, I still had over fourteen hundred miles to fly in the dark.  Indonesia is a big place.

Our island was at the southern edge of Indonesia, which is a nation of more than 17,000 islands.  740,000 square miles of land sprawled over three million square miles of ocean.  The largest islands were huge tracts of land complete with mountain ranges and miles of jungle rivers.  Others were tiny, just a few miles across.  It was a diverse land of local warlords, isolated jungle tribes with pockets of cannibalism, and a few large cities with skyscrapers and huge ports, where tramp steamers offloaded and loaded a variety of raw material and finished goods that tied Indonesia to the rest of the world.

Post-war Indonesia was a political mess and a cultural smorgasbord.  For hundreds of years, it was ruled by a succession of conquerors.  So many Asian powers had rolled through these islands that they were a mixing bowl of religious beliefs with a wide diversity of origins.  Century after century the invaders had left layers of conflicting religion and culture that eventually created a patchwork of local kingdoms ruled by whatever local chieftain could muster the muscle or the religious mojo to take control. 

Hindu and Buddhist Kingdoms, Islamic Sultanates, Chinese Dynasties, and Christian Monarchies all had their turn.  Some of the islands had a high degree of interaction with their neighbors, others were essentially isolated from outside contact.  No one conqueror had ever spread their influence, fully over all of the islands.  The impact of each successive ruler was sporadic. 

In the 1600s the Portuguese and the Dutch came.  It was the age of trade, which quickly became the age of colonization.   By the turn of the century, the Dutch had extended their control over most of the islands and were the dominant power in Indonesia until the Japanese invaded in 1942. After the war, the Islands declared independence, but such a vast territory, with such a diverse population, was hard to rule.  The Dutch struggled to regain a foothold, but they failed.

Despite the impact of more recent religions, the roots of the old ways still ran deep in the Indonesian cultures.  Human-like beings had been roaming these jungles and fishing these waters since the dawn of time.  The Java Man, an early human ancestor, was found on Java Island in the late 1800s and was estimated to be a million years old.  Therefore, superstitions and homegrown mythologies have been fomenting on these islands, long, long before the conquerors came.  Many of those old beliefs were interwoven with modern religious doctrine.

Like many Indonesian islands, our destination island bore the scars of its common history of continuous change.  But being of little strategic importance to the modern world, it was left to languish in the shadows as the US and her allies reworked the map of south Asia and the South Pacific. 

Nobody seemed to care what was going on in this little backwater.  No one except the Boston Zoo, which wanted Dragons for its exhibits, and Mickey Spotts, who was on the trail of a lost gold mine.

*****
 

Slim did most of the flying.  I checked on him enough to be comfortable with him at the stick and spelled him here and there.  There were still a lot of unanswered questions on this deal, and it gave me a chance to think.  Just me and the dark empty ocean.  There were a lot more lights in the sky than on the sea below.  It was an empty ocean and a lonely sky. 

We’d been lucky enough to pick up a tailwind of about forty knots.  It made the ride a little rough, but it gave us an airspeed of around two-ten and that cut some time off the fight.  So, we were in Timor a little early and had nothing to do but refuel and then wait around.

We had the gas to get there, but we’d be running low after that.  I wanted plenty of fuel reserve in case of an emergency and to give me enough freedom to use the Catalina as high cover in our expedition. Lexxi had airplane fuel on the ship, but I was playing it safe. People were missing on that island, and I didn’t want to add any of my crew to the list.  Besides, we had to wait for the photographer anyway.

One of the messages from Lexxi Collins instructed me to pick up a J. Taylor.  Back in the states, the guy writing the checks for this little adventure must have decided that we needed an official photographer on this little jaunt.  So, I wired to tell them we’d be refueling at Timor and to have J. Taylor meet us there if he wanted a ride.  Otherwise, he could find his own way to us.  We had wasted enough time.  Someone, probably Hollingsworth Ltd, was spending a boatload of money.  All those people sitting around weren't doing anyone any good until I put them to work.  I needed to get to that island and start moving inland.

*****

I could see the plane coming in low over the jungle.  One of those new four-engine jobs that the Canadians were pushing.  They were starting to pop up all over the South Pacific. It was hot even for the tropics, and that pilot was going to need all the runway this place had to give.  He overshot the trees just a bit and gave up some runway in doing so.  He damn near ran out of smoothed ground and he brought that baby to a halt, just shy of the jungle.  If he’d gotten into those vines, that plane might have nosed over like a drunken swan.  At the very least his passengers would have had to de-plane by jumping ten feet and tossing their luggage out. 

But the plane taxied back to where I was standing, and the ground crew rolled a metal ramp up to the door.  A good three dozen people piled out, all sweating like hogs.  If you don’t climb to altitude in the tropics, it gets really warm in those airframes and this was an island hopper, so they stayed low.  Climbing up and down takes gas and these backwater runs weren’t exactly a high-profit operation.  I was surprised to see that fairly new plane on this strip. 

I was told to look for a guy with lots of camera bags, but I didn’t see anyone that fit that description and none of the departing passengers were looking around like they expected to be met.

I was holding a sign that read, “J Taylor,” you couldn’t miss it, but everyone just walked right past me.  I was just about to leave when I saw one last passenger struggling through the door and boy, did she have camera bags.  Musta been six or seven hanging off of her.  She was dressed like a man, but there was no mistaking her for one.

She was tall and thin, almost frail, and absolutely gorgeous.  She wore khaki shorts rolled at the knee and a button-up robin’s egg blue shirt, that did little to hide her lithe figure or the prominent swell of her breasts.  She paused at the top of the metal stairs and looked around.  A juggle breeze caught her light brown hair, and it momentarily blinded her, until she brushed it away, revealing a frustrated look. She gave the impression of an extremely competent person, but one always on the verge of dealing with one of life’s little impositions.

I held up my sign and she spotted me. 

“I’m Jenna Taylor” she shouted at me and waved.

I started toward her, and she struggled down the stairway, her camera bags swinging every which way and hindering her movements. 

“I was expecting a man,” I said.

“I get that a lot,” she smiled.  “You Jack Straw,” she asked, sticking out a hand.

In those days most women didn’t shake hands, so I didn’t know if I was supposed to shake it or kiss it.  We were pretty close to French territory.  But her hand wasn’t all I was thinking about kissing.  This was a beautiful woman.  As fetching as I’d ever seen.  But she hid it well.  No makeup and her hair flying every which way in the wind.

I stared at her much longer than was proper, and I think it made her a little nervous.  But I was quite taken with her, and when those hazel eyes of hers caught the sun, I was mesmerized.  I certainly didn’t get up that morning expecting a vision like her to walk into my life.  Not here in the ass end of nowhere.

*****

I’d never been to the island of our destination.  Seen it from the sea sailing past.  Twenty, twenty-five miles out and never from the air.  But it was looming large as we approached in the Catalina. If ever an island looked like the home of a giant lizard, this was it.  It was right out of a “King Kong,” or “Mighty Joe Young” movie.  High cliffs facing the ocean, rugged mountain slopes, and a twelve-thousand-foot volcano rising right out of the sea.

“Looks like a bitch.  It ain’t gonna be easy” observed Toliver.

Toliver was right. All I could see through the breaks in the clouds was dense jungle and steep slopes.   That brush was so thick that you could walk right past someone down there and not see them five feet away.  I banked the plane and slipped off some altitude for a better look, careful to avoid any downdrafts that might be near that peak.

“Is that the Island?” exclaimed Jenna as she popped her head into the cockpit, stuffed her camera lens over my shoulder, and started clicking. 

“Yes,” I answered.

“Looks like King Kong’s Island,” she observed, her voice full of wonder and excitement.

Then she pressed forward even more.  I could feel her ample breast crushing into my shoulder as she leaned into me to get a better shot out the window.  It wasn’t sexual.  At least for her.  Put a camera in this girl’s hand and nothing mattered but the picture. 

However, for me, it was plenty sexual.  I’d been a real fan of Jenna’s chest since the moment we met, and it was plenty distracting. Plus, her cheek was half an inch from mine and her smells overwhelmed me.  She wasn’t loaded with perfume like many women.  I doubted she had any on at all.  No, Jenna had natural scents.  The kind that drives men wild.  At least this man.

Jenna was gonna be trouble.  I could see it coming already.  She was unique.  One-of-a-kind and unique women are always trouble.  At least for me.

The ones that are all the same.  Those are interchangeable.  Blonde, brunette, redhead, whatever, they’re like street cars.  There’ll be another along any minute.  But the special ones.  They really get to you.  They dig their hook in deep and ya can’t shake it and even if you can, there ain’t no substitute.  You’re just stuck!

I made a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle around the island.  It didn’t have a good side, just some less steep than others.  We’d have to go into that high country and there was no easy way to get there.  There was a hundred and twenty-foot tramp steamer sitting off the South end of the Island.  I assumed that was the expedition support ship but wasn’t entirely sure.

I flipped the radio to the frequency Lexxi Collins had given me, then spoke into the microphone.

“This is Collins Air One to the Collins expedition.”

“About time,” came a familiar voice with a French accent.  “Late to the party as usual.”  

“Nice to hear your voice, old friend.  Is that you in the bay at the south end?” I asked.  Radio transmissions are open to the whole world.  Anyone who wants to listen in can figure out your business.  So, it’s best to limit names whenever possible.  I made a mental note to hand out some code names for communication during our time on the island.”

“That’s us.  Set that bird down if you remember how.  We’ll send a boat to get you,” came the answer.

*****


Chapter Five

I told Slim to take us around the island one more time then take it in.  Slim tended to the flying and Tate and I studied the island.  Tough ground.  Lots of ravines, steep slopes, and dense jungle.  I could see how people could disappear without a trace down there and I found myself wondering if the Dragons were the only threat.  Didn’t make sense that they were that dangerous.  Yes, they could be deadly, especially in a group.  But something didn’t add up.

Slim just kissed the water when he took us down and the Cat settled in gently and became a boat.  The wind and the current were going in different directions and that didn’t bother him a bit.  I hated to admit it, but I wasn’t sure my landing would’ve been as smooth.

I could see Gerard in a large boat with three natives heading toward us.

“Just taxi to the mouth of the Bay,” I said to Slim.  “I’m gonna want to take her around again after we unload.”

“Will do skipper,” he answered in a tone that seemed to acknowledge my authority over which of us would be saying ‘jump’.

Gerard was a shock.  He was getting old, and I was hoping the surprise didn’t show on my face.  He was still vigorous, but it was obvious he was on the long decline.  He’d lived a hell of a life, and knowing Gerard, he was nowhere near done, but like it or not, the end was much closer than the last time I’d seen him.

We hugged as men do and there was a lot of emotion in that embrace.  Gerard and I had a long and complicated relationship.  He oversaw many of the plantations of Hollingsworth Ltd. and he and I had sat for many hours on his veranda, overlooking the jungle, talking about life and philosophy.  He had a lovely Vietnamese wife, younger than him by almost twenty years. A truly stunning woman and she and I had become lovers.

I didn’t plan it, it just happened.  We were alone on the balcony one evening, she was breathtaking, and she gave me a “fuck me look” and put her hand on my crotch.  Seconds later we were tearing at each other’s clothes.

She was so many years his junior and she just got the urge to wander.  Gerard was pure French and took it all in stride. But with my American sensibilities, I was the one eating himself up with guilt and it came between us for a while.  I missed his company during that time.  I was alone in the world and Gerard was a bit of a father figure for me. 

“God it’s good to see you,” I exclaimed, tearing up just a bit.  Not enough for anyone to notice, except Jenna.  She was a watcher and seldom missed a trick.  I would have to be careful of her in more ways than one.  She had that damn camera, and it was always ready.  I was glad she didn’t snap the moment with Gerard.

“Good to see you too Jack.  I’ve missed our talks,” he assured.

“As have I, old friend,” I replied.  “As have I,” I repeated.

Gerard went right to work.  Walked to the cargo area and started shouting orders at the labor he’d brought along.

It took four trips to empty out the plane.  Then we took the Cat up again for a more detailed look.  I gave Jenna the option to go with the boat and grab some pictures of the natives in the village at the other end of the bay, but she opted to go with us.

“Slow fight it, Slim.  As slow as you can without killing us,” I ordered. After watching him fly fourteen hundred miles, mostly at night, then kissing that water on landing, I had no doubt he could handle the Cat at near stall speed.

An airplane stays in the air because the air is moving over and under its wing.  The wing is shaped so that the air pressure under the wing is higher than that over the wing.  Airspeed is critical to maintaining that pressure.  When that pressure stops, the airplane falls to the ground just like any other object. But unlike other objects, the sudden change in pressure often causes the plane to not just fall, but spiral down in quick tight turns.   It’s called a spin and it’s tough to correct.  Spins have killed a lot of good pilots.  I was counting on Slim not to put us into one. 

Slim lowered the flaps, changed our angle of attack, and pulled back on the throttle.  From two thousand feet, it seemed like we were just inching along.  While Gerard and his boys were unloading, I had gone over in detail what I wanted to do.  Me, Toliver, Jenna, Lexxi, and several others were going to be down in the jungle and Slim was going to be flying high cover.  None of the other expeditions had any form of air support

As a result, we had no idea why, how, or where they had disappeared.  That wasn’t going to happen to us.  If we ran into trouble, Slim would at least know where, and unless we were killed instantly, someone would get on the radio and tell him what was happening

My idea was to create a series of imaginary grid lines running roughly north-south and east-west.  These lines would be plotted on the map as references to radio broadcasts arriving from different angles.

I’d had Collins acquire a new version radio finder.  It locates commercial radio signals and gives you the direction to its signal. Since radio waves generally travel line of sight, the point where two stations intersect is a known position.  My problem was finding good radio signals to use as a reference.  We weren't exactly in Kansas or anyplace else with dozens of radio stations to choose from.

The other problem was the difficulty of trying to fly and plot your radio angles at the same time.  Especially if flying at low altitudes with a 12,000-foot mountain nearby.  Not something you want to accidentally run into. Mountains that high are massive and make their own weather patterns and there are always unexpected up and down drafts.  They are like rip tides in the air.  Fly into one unexpectedly, and you may not be able to climb fast enough to avoid hitting the treetops. 

To solve the radio fix problem, I wanted to first match my sector lines to unique features on the ground.  Something Slim could visually identify in the landscape ahead and use it to fly its respective sector line. Using this system, we would always know where we were on the ground and in the air.  As long as communication between the Cat and the ground team is continuously updated.

There was a fifty-thousand-watt station that broadcast out of Surabaya about 200 miles west.  It was pretty reliable and included marine weather.  I could count on that station staying on the air, day, and night.   Likewise, Jakarta, six hundred and seventy miles west, had a strong, reliable signal but it was at a low angle from the Surabaya station and that affected the accuracy.  What I needed was a strong signal that was at right angles which would provide a much more precise cross-over point.

Makassar, three hundred and five miles northeast, had a strong signal, but only broadcast part of the day. Balikpapan was almost due north, but the signal was weak and at five hundred miles, it got a little sporadic.

We needed a consistently reliable cross-reference station and luckily, we brought one with us.  The support ship sitting due south of the island was perfect.  All it had to do was broadcast when we needed it. 

*****

Before we took off, I gave Gerard instructions to have someone broadcast from the ship every three minutes to give us an additional radio signal.  I didn’t care what they said.  Count to a hundred, read a book, or cuss me out.  I just wanted the signal for at least two minutes.

We spent a few hours in the air and when we weren’t taking directional readings on radio reception, Toliver and I were studying the ground below with field glasses. I taught Jenna to use the direction finder and she caught on quick.  Smart girl and she got a lot of pictures of the island.  I was looking forward to seeing her finished products.

It finally got to the point that we were just wasting gas, and we were losing light, so I told Slim to head for the barn.  I didn’t even stick my head in the cockpit to check on him.  I trusted him to do it right and he knew it.  We were starting to have a good working relationship.

We were at the north end of the island, and I had Slim fly directly toward the ship.  We took a radio sightline and followed that broadcast at the same angle straight back to the ship.  We took plenty of cross angles from Surabaya on the way.  That gave us a good transit reference. 

When we were done, we had radial lines shooting in five-degree separations from the ship and a more parallel set of lines crisscrossing from Surabaya with a few third-party checks from other stations.  While In the air, we’d always know what grid squares we were in, and the information could be conveyed to anyone of the crew on the ground.

Because they radiated outward from the ship, the grid squares got larger the further from the ship they were, and they weren't a hundred percent square.  But we could always add more lines and lesser degrees of separation and tighten up the navigation as much as we needed for any given sector. 

This also gave Slim a compass heading to fly associated with each radial line.  Yes, the angle would change slightly as we flew the radial line, but not much.  We were twelve thousand miles away from the pole and the island was only forty miles long.  The deviation was tiny.

“I think that’s it,” I said to Slim.  “Let’s head home.  You can set her down in the bay.  But fly it in a straight line.  I’ll take a radio direction and we’ll follow it home.  I’ll make cross references on the way.

“Can do” came his snappy retort as he banked the plane in a perfect, smooth turn.  We were starting to work as a team.  Slim had figured out that I was only a small part asshole and that I did know what I was doing.  Then Slim did it again.  He fucking kissed the water.

As we were taxiing, I asked, “Slim, I’m not trying to pry, but I need information.  Did you have any ground experience or training?  I have a Thompson for you.  Do you know how to use it?”

“I’d rather have my wing guns for a good strafing, but I can use it. I was shot down twice and spent some time with the grunts.  I can use a pistol too.  Automatic or revolver doesn’t matter.  An M1, rifle grenades, burp gun, a fifty or thirty caliber machine gun.  Fired off a few mortar rounds too, but if you hand me a bazooka, I might put the shell in the wrong end,” he answered.

“Glad to have you with us” announced Toliver and delivered a hearty slap on the back. Slim winced and the poor man sucked in some air.  I knew how he felt.  I've been on the receiving end of one of Toliver’s jovial blows, more than once.  It’s not an experience you want to repeat.  Toliver has no idea how strong he is and how frail the rest of us mere mortals are.

*****

Zia was standing on deck when I climbed aboard the support boat, and I threw a man-sized bear hug around the little man.  Zia was Dayak, from deep in the big island of Borneo.  His people were mountain dwellers, and he knew the jungle, like only someone born to it could.  I met Zia shortly after the war.  I’d bought a riverboat and was trying to fix it up.  My funds were limited, and most folks thought I’d wasted what little money I had. 

It was a mess alright.  Someone had hauled it off the bottom and refloated it, only to abandon it as a hopeless project.  But I bought it for a song.  Lucky for me because a song was all I had.  I worked on that boat on and off for more than a year and my only source of revenue was guiding hunters into the jungle.  “Want an elephant, rhino, crocodile, giant python, or a Sumatran tiger, I’m your man” read my ad in the classified sections of “Outdoor Life” or “Sports and Field”. 

That’s when I met Zia.  I had the customers and could fly them in, and he knew the jungle and the local tribes.  We formed a partnership, even-steven.  I made a dollar; he made a dollar, and we shared the expenses right down the middle.  Sport hunters from the states and Europe wanted a white hunter.  Who ever heard of a great brown hunter?  It’s a bullshit way to think, but that's how the world is.  Thank you, Hollywood!  I had the traditional safari hat with a snakeskin band and a big ass knife on my hip.  I was the real deal, or so it appeared, because we gave them everything exactly as they expected to see it.

But Zia was the skill in the outfit.  I roped in the customer and flew them to where he said, and he called the shots thereafter.  We deplaned in some jungle meadow; I put on my hat and slung my rifle over my shoulder and Zia would guide me through every step of the hunt.  We didn’t get rich, but we made a living, and no one was ever the wiser.

A year later I had the riverboat up and running and we added river excursions to our list of adventures.   I also ran freight for the plantations along the river and I built up a clientele fast.  The other river captains were a seedy bunch, but I was reliable, respectful, and I cleaned up well. Business was booming and I was salting away my cash to buy a sailboat and switch to inter-island traffic.   It paid better and I missed the ocean.

I was almost there.  My money in the bank was piling up when my biggest customer shut me off.  That’s how I met Gerard.  He managed several plantations for Hollingsworth, Ltd. They were a stateside company, but with a lot of South Pacific holdings.  A hundred plus years ago, the founder roamed South Asia or Oceania, whatever you want to call it, looking for deals.  He was as attracted to the area as I am, and he built a company and a legend of a.    I would like to have known him.  He sounds like a smart, adventurous man.

Anyway, someone back in New England decided that Hollingsworth Ltd. should have its own fleet of riverboats and not be dependent on local contractors, no matter how reliable.   Gerard tried to tell them that I was cheaper than self-management and that it would take years to get back the capital investment. 

But they didn’t want to hear it.  The decision had been made, and I was out.  Hollingsworth wanted control.  That’s one thing I’ve learned about this part of the world.  Hollingsworth always wants control.

I pulled Zia aside for a private conversation.  Gerard was there also.

“Zia, this nearest village won’t go inland with us, but do you think you could get them to rent us some boats and handlers,” I asked.

“What do you have in mind?”

“A landing strip.  I need a runway on the water.  Torch-lit boats all strung out in a straight line on the water.  At least a mile long.  Eight boats minimum, ten would be better” I informed.

“Slim, that gives you enough reference to land in the dark,” I asked.

“Sure” he drawled.

“Get to it, Zia.  Slim and I are going to do a night overflight of the island.  If you’re late for dinner, I’ll save you a place at the table. 

“Not necessary.  I can eat later.” Zia offered.

“No, it’s important that you are here, especially when we dine with the mercs, later.  You may have to command these men and I don’t want there to be any questions about your authority.  Everyone's life may depend on following your orders.”

“No problem, Jack,” he replied, heading for the door.

“What do you have in mind,” asked Gerard.

“I’d like to see that island from the air at night.  That jungle’s thick enough to hide all sorts of activity, but at night, lights and campfires might show through.  I’d like to see.”

“Good idea.”

*****


Chapter Six

We had a few minutes before dinner, so I took Lexxi aside and asked, “Where’s the contract?”

I had negotiated a special price for this job, and I wanted it in writing.

“Don’t you trust me?” she teased, flashing those sexy blue eyes.

“I trust you fine.  I’m risking my life for you and your father.  But I don’t trust Hollingsworth Ltd.,” I responded.

“Well, I can’t fault you there.  They are a bunch of pirates.  All except Rowena,” she agreed, reaching into her purse, and handing me the contract.

“As I understand it, the founder was the king of pirates,” I observed.

Lexxi laughed.  “Very true, but they prefer to use the term ‘Robber Baron’, in Boston, but it’s the same thing.  Just more acceptable.

“Both labels fit,” I responded as I read through the document.  It wasn’t long.  I like simple things.  Basically, it said that if Hollingworth, Ltd or its agents or stockholders ever makes money off the island that seven percent of gross revenues must be paid to the Jack Straw Trust, or to my order.   It further stated that the money shall be paid to the trust, whether I am alive or dead. 

I like gross contracts.  In a net profit deal, you're always arguing over expenses.  They could rake in a million dollars a month if we found oil or some rare mineral.  But in a net deal, if they claim a million dollars in expenses, then I’d get nothing.  However, in a gross deal, they’d owe me seventy thousand dollars, seven percent of the million no matter what it cost them to get the ‘whatever’ out of the ground.

Gross deals cut through all the crap and they’re a lot easier to monitor.  Actually, the money would eventually be split four percent to the people of the Island and one percent each to myself, Toliver, and Zia. I had what is called a ‘power of appointment’ on all gross proceeds. I learned all about that legal stuff when I pulled up a fortune from a sunken ship.  Rich people use different rules than us worker bees and I made damn sure I boned up on how the game is played.

I didn’t even make my cut dependent on or related to anything I or the expedition did or found.  I just stuck them with a gross from this island, no matter the source.  I don’t renegotiate my deals; I just honor them.  But that’s not the way the Hollingsworth blood suckers look at it.  Their Boston lawyers like to fill their contracts with ambiguous language that can be twisted and distorted into loopholes after the fact.  When I make a deal, I shake hands and that’s that.  When they make a deal, you sign a piece of paper that may or may not be the deal.  So, this one was short and sweet.  They can drag me into as many courts as they want, the document says what is says in plain language, not much room to argue.  There’s a reason they call it a court of law.  Did you ever notice they don’t call it a court of truth or justice?

I looked up and smiled at Lexxi.  “Got a pen?”

She had one ready.  “They didn’t like this deal, but Rowena insisted,” offered Lexxi.

“I have no doubt,” I agreed, smiling back.  “I can just hear her, “Quit fucking around and close the deal.  But she would have used more ladylike language.”

“You haven’t seen her lately.  That’s exactly what she would have said.  She’s changed.  Growing an iron backbone and she uses words that you probably taught her,” then she gave me one her ‘you guys aren’t fooling me any’ looks.  Which I ignored.

“She always had steel in her.  She just didn’t show it to anyone,” I announced.

Lexxi looked at me, studying my face, looking for a clue about Rowe’s and my real relationship.  “I guess you must have known her better than others” she observed with a knowing smile.

Rowena was in a financial war with other interests in the company and other stockholders.  But she had a proxy for her son and a few allied stockholders in her corner.  However, it was a never-ending conflict.  What nobody knew, including Rowena, was that I was also a major stockholder in Hollingsworth Ltd.  I was a minority shareholder, but when added to Rowena’s shares, she had a safe majority.  She had my proxy, so she could vote my shares right along with hers.

Toliver and I and two others had gotten lucky and found a sunken treasure diving off Shark’s Reef. The payoff was substantial, and I used most of it to buy up as much Hollingsworth stock as I could.  Those shares were in a foreign trust that could not be traced to me.  If I got any money from this deal, my one percent would be used to buy up more Hollingsworth Ltd. shares. 

Soon or later things were going to boil over in the boardrooms of Hollingsworth Ltd. and my shares would be needed for either Rowena or the boy.  Besides they paid a good dividend and the share price just kept going up.

*****

The dinner bell was ringing and a group of us gathered in the galley.  That’s when I first noticed that Gerard had brought along his wife.  Like I said, there was history there and I figured she would stay behind to look after the plantations.  But no, she was here and slid into my arms with a seductive hug.

It was obvious from the contact that it was more than old friends saying hello.  I locked gazes with Gerard for just a moment and he nodded as if to give his consent.  He’s French and God knows what kinds of thoughts they have when it comes to wife sharing and philandering.  But the style of the hug didn’t go unnoticed by Lexxi or Jenna.  Lexxi Collins had a ‘well now, this is interesting’ look on her face and Jenna was shocked.  Did I see disappointment there?  Maybe she was in play after all, despite her ‘disinterested in men act’.

Gerard and Lexxi had put together twenty-three people for the expedition, but the table only accommodated sixteen at a time.  So, we ate in shifts. Gerard, his wife, Slim, Lexxi, Jenna, the captain, his first officer, and a man I didn’t know took the first shift.    Gerard had hired thirteen men as muscle.  Mercenaries, adventurers, roustabouts, however, you want to categorize them.

I called them mercs for lack of a better term.  They were basic laborers with a military background, but two had medical training. GI’s that didn’t go home.  That’s always a grab bag of sorts.  There were lots of reasons men stayed in the Pacific at the close of the war, from pursuing their fortunes, to just loving the rough and tumble freedom of the place, to less admirable reasons, like smuggling and thievery and not wanting to face the music for something they’d done back in the states.

Zia had also brought four Dayak to the party, and they joined us at the first round of dining.  Each had worked with Zia in the jungle as resistance fighters against the Japanese.  I knew a couple of them from our hunting days.  Toliver, Zia, and I took both shifts.  I wanted to get to know the men I’d be working with, and I wanted there to be no misunderstanding of the status of Zia or Toliver.  Their word was as much law on this little adventure as was mine.  I needed that to be clear.  Lives might depend on it.  It wouldn’t be much of a problem with Toliver, given his size and Caucasian ancestry, but Zia was another story.  If anyone had a problem taking orders from Zia, I wanted to spot it early and take the appropriate action.

Dinner was fantastic.  That was not a surprise.  Gerard had a culinary palate to rival the best and his tables were always a treat.  He certainly didn’t disappoint.  It was the first meal I’d had in almost a week that wasn’t out of a paper bag or a tin can.

There was a lot to cover, so right after the symbolic toast to the success of the mission, I jumped right in and outlined my basic strategy.

“A lot of people have disappeared on this island in three separate incidents over a considerable span of time.  There’s something going on up on that misty mountain and we need to be careful.  Very careful. So, I’m going to have the ground teams in radio contact with the ship and/or the air on a continuous basis.  We will limit ground to ground in case someone is listening in, but ground to air is an open channel unless I say otherwise.  And if air calls you, don’t fail to respond.  That means something is going on that you need to know about for your own safety.  We’ve worked out a grid system for navigation, so we’ll always know exactly where we are.”

“When was the third,” Lexxi asked.

“A government agent went missing a few weeks ago,” I added.

“You know that for sure or is that a rumor?”

“The gentleman that told me is an extremely reliable source,” I confirmed.

“What was a government agent doing on the island?” she asked. 

“That’s not something that I am at liberty to discuss,” I replied.

“I think we have a right to know,” she insisted.

“That may be true, but I’m not free to tell you.  If it becomes important to anyone's safety, then I’ll tell you.  Until then, it’s classified information.”

“We’ll discuss this later,” she declared.

“The matter is closed,” I said.  Then turned to the Captain of the ship.

“Captain, to make this location system work, someone will have to monitor the radio every hour of every day that we are on that island?”

“I’ll make it so,” he answered.

“Do you have a backup radio?”

“Yes, Miss Collings made sure of that.”

“Thanks, Lexxi” I responded, giving her a nod.

She just glowered at me.

But I ignored her and turned to Gerard, “Tomorrow Toliver and I will parachute onto the upper peak and take a look around on the ground.  Nobody has entered the island from that direction.  Maybe we’ll get lucky.  But if we don’t come back, you are to abandon the expedition and call in the military.”

“I understand,” answered Gerard.  “Let's hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“I need you to go with Slim in the plane tomorrow and get this mapping done.  Should have plenty of time while Toliver and I work our way down the mountain.  Don’t know where we’ll come out.  We’ll take the easiest route.  Wherever it is, Slim can pick us up in the Cat or we’ll radio for a skiff,” I continued.

“I’d like to go along and take pictures,” declared Jenna, giving me one of her heart-melting smiles.

“Fine,” I agreed.

“Zia, Toliver, don’t worry too much about seconds, you’re going to eat again with the second shift.  I want everyone to know your status as my right-hand and left-hand man.  Slim, the table’s full, but I’ll introduce you as our eye in the sky and you can hang around or disappear, your choice.  You’re the safety man in this deal.  If you give an order up there on the mountain it’s the same as coming from me.  I don’t want it questioned or considered as a suggestion.  Someone’s life might depend on what you say.  Maybe all of our lives.  I’ll make that crystal clear during our dinner.”

“Gerard, did you get me my fifties?”

“The only machine guns I could find were thirty calibers, and you have three.  Fifties are as rare as hen’s teeth.  Warlords are buying them all up.  I tried to raid our own stores for at least one, but they vetoed it stateside.”

“What’d they say?” I asked.

“That they were too hard to find and not to risk them.”

“Sounds odd to me, considering all the money they’ve poured into this project” I opined.

“You should have told me” chimed in Lexxi.  “Rowena couldn’t have known about this.”

“Well, it’s too late now” I judged.  “Can we get one thirty mounted in a doorway of the Cat and one on a fast skiff that can handle five or six people? I’m not expecting it, but I want the option to go in fast and hard from the sea.  Stick the third on the back of the jeep.”

“Don’t you think you should at least take two with you?”

“No, I want to travel light, and we have a dozen Thompson submachine guns. That’s a lot of firepower and it’s a lot more mobile.  If we get into trouble, Slim can rain fire from the sky anywhere I need it.  The one on the Jeep will just be backup.”

“I’ll see to it,” promised Gerard.

“How about manpower?  How many porters do we have?” I asked Gerard

“None,” declared Lexxi, obviously a sore point with her.

“I had ten or twenty if you needed them,” offered Gerard.  “But a witch doctor came out of the hills and scared them all off.”

“What witch doctor?”

“He came down from the mountain and scared the shit out of the locals.  None of the men will go into that jungle with you.”

“Try another village,” I suggested.

“We will, but it just happened today.”

“Zia, can you try the Balinese villages tomorrow?”

“My pleasure! That was our next step” Zia responded with a big smile.  Lexxi and Jenna barely noticed and missed the significance of his shit-eating grin.  Balinese women are famous for two things.  Carrying heavy loads balanced on their heads and going topless.   Their shapely, brown tits on full display for all to see and admire.

Indonesia is a demographic mix if there ever was one.   Centralized is not the word you use for Indonesia.  Its land mass is spread out over more than seven thousand islands, ranging from huge to tiny and they are populated by over six hundred distinct ethnicities. On this island, there were two: Balinese and Sasak, and they reflected the predominant makeup of the adjacent islands to the east and west.

The witch doctor was an interesting twist and it brought to mind the history of these people.  Over the ages, the Indonesian islands have had a variety of conquerors and they all came with their own individual perspectives on human salvation.

The Balinese took to Hinduism and Buddhism and the Sasak to Islam.  But all of these religions, even to this day, also have a healthy mix of animism.  The varied and individual gods of the early tribes.  It was a multi-spirit belief that endowed natural objects other than humans with souls.  A primal world filled with spirits and lesser gods.  None of these ancient beliefs were ever truly dispelled.  Even in the face of more mainstream religions, they lingered deep in the soul of the Indonesian people.

So, when the witch doctor came out of the jungle, waving his scepter, casting his spells, and dancing his jigs, the natives, good Muslims all, ran for their very lives.  My question was why?  Why would he care?  What business was it of his?  My experience with witch doctors is that they always have a motive and it’s seldom pure.

*****

The second dinner was a very different affair.  Zia, Toliver, and I joined the second dinner with the mercs.  I let the alcohol flow freely.  I wanted to take each man’s measure and for some men, loosening their tongues, is almost as good as seeing them under fire.  For others, it tells you nothing.  I told the capital to spread out the dinner.  Break it up into at least three courses.  I wanted to get some war stories going.  I needed to know who I could count on and who I couldn’t.  I’d read all their files, albeit a little quickly.  But that doesn’t tell you everything.

The plan worked pretty well.  I came away knowing who the braggarts were, who could hold their liquor, and who were smart enough to limit their intake.  There might be two bullies in the bunch, and I had them tagged for possible trouble.  I also got a good feel for what weapons each of them were comfortable with, and what action they’d seen.  That’s about all you can expect from an hour and a half.

Two of them, including one of the bullies, didn’t like the idea of taking orders from a Dayak.  I’d have to watch that.  I was too short on manpower to cut them out at the moment.  But I knew that if they pushed Zia, despite his size, he’d put them down in a hell of a hurry.

Toward the end of the meal, I started filling them in on how we were going to operate.

“You’re all going to be issued Walkie-Talkies, but I don’t want a lot of chatter.  Someone else will be listening and the odds are that they had something to do with the disappearance of Dr. Collins’ party and the one sent to find them.  Not a soul from either party was ever heard from again.  So, keep chatter to a tactical minimum, but talking to the plane is necessary and should not be restricted.  Just use the codes and make the conversation short and to the point,” I informed. 

“I’ve assigned codes for radio use.  I’m Dragon 1 and Zia and Toliver are Dragons 2 and 3, in that order.  Slim the pilot is Dragon 4.  You get an order from any Dragon call sign, assume it's damned important, and get to it right quick. Holly code names are reserved for expedition management, and they should be respected also.  Lexxi Collings is Holly 1; Gerard is Holly 2.”

“I thought about making it ground, air and base, but that tells whoever is listening to too much information.  I want as much confusion as possible.  They won’t be sure if we are talking ground to ground or ground to air and that’s fine with me.”

“From the air, we're going to create a grid map of the island.   You won’t be able to see it on the ground, but Dragon 4 will be keeping track of our locations on a master map.    You’ll be checking in periodically for tracking purposes.  You will each have a signal mirror and smoke.  If you can’t make contact by radio, flash your mirror.  Slim will fly over and take a bearing. If he asked for a radio check, just give him your call sign. That's all, no additional information.  Always assume someone is listening.  If the mirror doesn’t work, use the smoke.  We don’t have enough fuel to keep Slim in the air continuously, but he’ll be up there most of the time.  His job is to keep track of his flock.  Think of him as your guardian angel.  He’s got a machine gun in the doorway and can rain down some death or distraction if you need it.”

As I was talking, I could see from their faces that I was starting to build some respect.  They were risking their lives on an unknown and some of them were relieved to know that they hadn’t signed on with amateurs.  We’d obviously given this project some thought.

“For those of you that were not given a specific call sign, just use your last name, then follow it with a number between one and ten.  Doesn’t matter which number and it doesn’t always have to be the same number.  Confusion is our goal here for anyone who might be listening in.  Any questions?” I asked.

That was the wrong thing to say because there were a million questions.  Everything from who or what might be behind the disappearances, to what are those lizards like.  How dangerous are they?  Most of the questions were normal pre-operational jitters.  But some were thoughtful inquiries.  I did my best to give them straight answers about what I knew and what I didn’t know yet. Questions of the first type, I just put off until later and just said “We’re going to have to find that out.”  They weren’t really seeking information, as much as reassurance. 

They were all x-military, but that category comes in a wide variety of sizes, shapes, and flavors.  I didn’t ask Lexxi what she was paying them, but something told me that we would all earn our keep on this one and some of the men were starting to figure that out and weren’t too pleased with the deal.

By rights, I should have given them all a chance to opt-out, but that could have either left me short on manpower or cost me time finding replacements.   I figure they signed up willingly, that made them mine.  Toliver and Zia would just have to help me whip these guys into a fighting force if it came to that.

*****


Chapter Seven

“Well Slim, It’s dark as pitch up there,” I said and motioned with my head toward the mountain.  “A perfect time to do an overfly, and we have an early morning tomorrow.”

“I’m ready if you’re ready,” he replied.

“Zia, how about my runway lights?” I asked.

“Ready on your signal,” he promised.

“Where are you going,” asked Jenna.

“I want to see what lights are on the mountain at night.  An old surveillance trick,” I told her.

“Can I come?” she pleaded.

“OK with me,” I replied with a smile.

“But it will be pitch black on the ground in most places.  No chance to take a picture,” I warned

“I still want to come,” she replied and that was fine with me.

*****

As we powered into the night and the wind caught the Cat’s wings and lifted us off the water, Slim commented, “I hope you man is as good as his word, because bringing this bird into this cove in the dark, will be a hell of a trick without lights.”

“Your lights will be there,” I promised.

It was a beautiful night for a flight.  There was not a cloud in the sky and the stars were magnificent.  I wished that Jenna and I were alone.  An airplane ride can be very romantic if you’re the pilot with only one passenger.  But I pushed those thoughts out of my head.  We had serious work to do and flying around a 12,000-foot peak in the dark, with no warning beacons is not the safest thing to do.

“Give us plenty of altitude,” I urged.  I knew I didn’t have to say that.  Slim damn well knew it.  But I couldn’t help it.  You can never have enough caution.

It took us about ten minutes to climb to altitude, about 13,000 feet.  A thousand feet to spare on the peak. It was still cutting it thin, but I planned to steer wide of the highest points.   Then we turned and flew back to the island.  We used a heading directly opposite the direction of the volcano.  The beacon we had placed on top of the ship’s bridge was working well and rotating green and white.  That was one good landmark we could count on.  It should have been yellow and white, to indicate a seaplane base, but I didn’t order the beacon and was not concerned.  Whatever color it was, it was doing its job. 

Of course, if some idiot pilot spotted it and tried a night landing, they would get one hell of a surprise.  But I told myself that the chances of that happening were highly unlikely.

The island was another matter.  “Pretty dark down there,” I commented.

I looked at my watch.  8:30 PM, people should still be awake. 

“Fly a radial out from the ship to take us west of the mountain so we can loop around the other side. Any substantial lights we see, we’ll take a cross bearing.

There was light over to the west.  It looked like a village with several campfires, and I took a bearing and marked it.  I couldn’t tell how far upslope it was; it was as dark as pitch down there.  There was also some faint glowing on the northeast slope of the cone.  Looked to me about 6,000 to 8,000 feet, but it easily could have been magma cooling or a hot spring.  We’d seen some haze over that way during the daylight and assumed it was a hot spring or a volcanic vent.  Whatever it was, it was tucked down between flanking walls of rock, because you couldn't see it from an angle.  Had to be right on top of it.

We rounded the peak and there were no lights on the east side of the slope.  None at all, just darkness down there. 

Might as well head for the barn,” I said to Slim.

“Roger, Calling it a night,” he acknowledged and the plane banked into a turn.  Then he did a slip to give up altitude fast.  In a slip, the plane is actually falling at a slant, but it doesn’t feel like it.  It’s often an easier way to descend, instead of just diving the plane.

“Beautiful lights,” Slim called when he lined up on Zia’s boats.

“Just like I promised,” I replied.

“I’ve never seen better on land,” he commented.

“Make sure you tell Zia that,” I said.

“I certainly will,” Slim promised and brought the Cat in as gently as you please.

As we taxied in, Gerard announced. “Coming up on 9:00, time for cocktails.”

*****

I found Gerard sitting in a folding chair on the fan tan.  Toliver and Zia were with him. 

“Gentlemen,” I said, mind if I join you?

“Pull up a chair,” responded Zia.

They were drinking, smoking cigars, and just enjoying the tropical evening. 

Gerard handed me a full glass of Cognac and I drank half of it without saying a word.

“What are you thinking?” asked Gerard, after giving me my quiet time.

“Just feeling the pressure” I said.

“Command is a bitch” chuckled Toliver.

“I’ll drink to that” announced Gerard and we all took a swig.

Leave it to Gerard to have premium cognac and the proper glasses in the middle of nowhere.  I held the stem of the glass between my fingers and swirled the liquid, letting the heat of my palm seep into the dark liquid.

I took another sip.  “Gerard, I think I’ll have you cater all my adventures,” I opined.

“I wish I’d catered that diamond caper of yours.  I’d be telling these Hollingsworth ass holes where they could stick their micro management.”

“I’ll drink to that,” called Toliver.

“You’ll drink to anything,” I accused.

“I’ll drink to that,” declared Toliver and we all laughed and collectively took another drink.

“Zia, you're awfully quiet tonight,” noted Gerard.

“Just thinking about that mountain,” he replied.

“Have another drink.  It’ll help,” advised Toliver.

“Why would the witch doctor give a shit about us?” I asked.  The question drifted over the group, inducing a quiet that no one wanted to break.

“There is something we’re missing,” I opined, and no one answered.

We lapsed into silence.  A few minutes later Lexxi joined us.  Evidently, in her social rule book, the line about after-dinner cigars and men-only time had been crossed out.  Gerard poured her a cognac and her fingers lingered on him for just an instant too long and they exchanged a glance.  A tender, lover’s glance.  From my angle, it was easily apparent, but no one else seemed to notice.  Lexxi and Gerard were sleeping together.  Well, good for you; you old fox, I thought. Have fun, she’s a tiger.

I looked up and toward the bow, Gerard’s wife was standing on the crosswalk not fifty feet away looking down.  I knew she wanted to join the party but wouldn’t.  It was men's time, despite the presence of Lexxi.  I wondered what she was thinking.  She’s too smart not to have caught the signals between Lexxi and her husband, no matter how subtle.,

Lexxi pulled up a deckchair next to Gerard but was directly across from Toliver.  She wore another sarong, this one even shorter than the one she wore the night we met.  She sat with her legs crossed and Toliver couldn’t keep his eyes off her magnificent thighs.  His attention was not lost on Lexxi.  Everything on Toliver is oversized, including his legendary cock.  I wondered how long it would take Lexxi to sample it.

Toliver thinks it’s fun to label me the “Pretty Boy,” but he seems to get more than his fair share of action.  He’s far from the handsomest guy around.  In fact, he’s a little homely and his personality is the opposite of suave.  But there was something about his ‘Great Bear’ image that attracted women.  Maybe they wonder if what’s hanging between his legs is as big as the rest of him.  Or maybe his size projects a sense of security and they feel protected in his arms.  Who knows how the fuck a woman thinks?

Whatever the reason, Toliver had a reputation for having a magic cock and from what I’ve seen, an awful lot of women go back for seconds and more.  The word is that on the first round he can be a little quick, but he rebounds quickly and on the second go, he can supposedly last for hours.  Me, I have to work at it.

In high school, I had the littlest dick in the locker room.  I was so ashamed that I always had a towel in front of me.  Turns out that I have more stretch than most and the full working size is respectable.  But it took me years to convince myself that I wasn’t short-horned.   I had a few lovers early on that tried to convince me that my size was fine, but you can never tell when a woman is just stroking your ego.   As a result, I spent years carefully collecting every erotic technique and sexual trick that I came across in my worldwide travels.  I was bound and determined to be a good lover.  I was a man on a mission, both for my own peace of mind and because, for me, the best part of sex is when a woman loses control at the peak of her passion.  Sometimes I live for that moment.

A few minutes later Jenna joined us and took a seat beside me.  My guess was that she took her cue from Lexxi.  She wasn’t as dolled up as Lexxi but didn’t have to be.  Jenna had a natural beauty, and I was becoming enchanted.  Gerard poured her a cognac, and I passed it over. She took a sip and shuttered.

“First cognac,” I asked.

“Yes,” she giggled.  Not a girlish giggle, but more the delight of discovering a new sensation, and her face lit up.

“It’s an acquired taste,” I assured her.

“Tell me about SCUBA diving, '' Gerard asked.  “You boys had quite an adventure.  Skip the treasure part, I know that’s a state secret.  What was diving like? Must be a fantastic adventure,” he demanded.

“It was,” answered Toliver.  “Total freedom.  Imagine being in the jungle and being able to fly.  That’s what it’s like.”

“Just like the jungle.  A thousand things around that can kill you,” I added.

“Like sharks.  I want to hear about the big shark,” demanded Zia.  He was starting to slur his words just a tad and I wondered how long he and Gerard had been sitting here drinking.  There was no telling from Toliver.  He could drink a gallon and never show it.

“It was a big fucking shark.  More than half the length of this boat” I said.  “Sorry ladies for the swearing.”

“No problem,” assured Lexxi.

“That is a big fucking shark,” agreed Zia.

“How did you kill that shark?” asked Gerard.

“He jammed an anti-aircraft shell in its mouth,” asserted Toliver.  “Damndest thing I’d ever seen.  Well, I didn’t see it.  I heard about it.  But I saw that shark though, floating dead in the water with a big hole in its side. It was huge.”

“Where’d you get the ammo?” asked Zia.

“I picked it up on the bottom of the ocean.  It was left over from a shipwreck, and I tossed it in the critter's mouth,” I claimed.

“I call bullshit on that,” declared Gerard.

“No,” objected Toliver.  We left out some of the details.  But that’s pretty much what happened.”

“How deep was the wreck?” inquired Gerard.

“About a hundred and sixty to a hundred and ninety feet.” I guessed

“You can see that deep? Doesn’t it get dark?” asked Zia.

“It gets dark and cold down there.  Everything turns gray.  But you have some light.”

“Had to be scary as shit,” offered Zia.

“Ya got that part right,” agreed Toliver.

“I’d love to dive.  But I’m afraid of the water. Would you teach me,” asked Jenna.

I turned my head to see a pleading look, on a lovely, captivating face and I melted.

“Of course,” I assured.

“They always ask the pretty boy,” objected Tate.

Jenna flushed a little then she got really quiet.  That was the second time that I realized she had a problem with social groups. So, I smiled at her and she came back out of her shell.

“I would love to take pictures underwater.  They’re starting to sell waterproof housings for my cameras”, she ventured hesitantly.

“I can’t think of a better place to take pictures,” I declared.  “I’ll make you a deal.  I’ll teach you to dive and you teach me to take pictures.”

“Deal” she declared.  There was pure delight in her incredible eyes.

“Deal” I agreed, and started to shake on it, but Jenna turned her hand upside down and we licked little fingers. 

“That’s a pinky swear,” she declared.  “Sacred where I come from.”

The conversation went on, but I sorta tuned it out.  My thoughts were on the days ahead.  I was up there on the mountain, the mist-filled jungle all around.  Giant lizards suddenly looming out of the gloom, hungry, ferocious, and territorial. 

“Zia, find out as much about that witch doctor as you can tomorrow,” I ordered at a lull in the conversation.”

“Will do boss,” he agreed.

Then I called it a night.  The others were still talking when I left, but I needed some rest.  I was still dragging from four days of island hopping across seven thousand miles and five time zones.  We’d be up and at it come daybreak and people’s lives would be in my hands.  The least I could do was to be well rested and alert.

*****

I had just turned off the light and hit the mattress when there was a knock at the door.  My heart leaped.  I knew it wouldn’t be Jenna, not yet anyway, but hope springs eternal.  I opened the door and saw exactly who I expected, Gerard’s wife.  Before I could say anything, she ducked under my arm and was in the room.  She was in her mid-thirties but was still a beautiful, desirable woman.  We’d had a long-running affair a few years back, but I hadn’t seen her since.  She was as beautiful and alluring as ever, but I just wasn’t in the mood to start it up again.  On the other hand, I didn’t want the drama that would come with booting her out the door.

She had a Vietnamese mother and a French father and was wearing an ao dia, the traditional Vietnamese garb.  A dress with a tight bodice and a skirt with a slit on both sides from ankle to waist.  She wore black silk pants beneath the dress.  As I watched she reached down and slid out of the pants, and I suddenly remembered how much I loved those shapely legs of hers.  She was a slender woman with small, but elegant, breasts.  She was braless and the silk seductively molded to her shapely form. Her nipples were screaming for attention.

She came into my arms in a rush, kissing and pressing her body into mine. I slid my hands down her back and cupped her butt cheeks.  It was immediately apparent that she wore no panties and we dry-humped leaning against the cabin door with the ferocity of two lost lovers.

Then she began to claw at my pants and dropped to her knees. God was she eager and memories of dozens of tropical nights with this siren came flooding into my mind as her marvelous mouth let me know how much she had missed me.

*****


Chapter Eight

We had breakfast before dawn and were taxiing into a light wind at first light. The breeze was coming directly out of the east, so for a while, we were accelerating right into the sun and for a few seconds, we were blinded.  But the big bird leaped into the sky and Slim banked her a little seaward at several hundred feet.  Then he brought us around on a northward course and we plotted a radial directly to the volcano.

From the air, the island didn’t look that big.  How could it just swallow two expeditions?  But there were 1800 square miles of jungle down there.  Thick brush, dense jungle, three hundred miles of shoreline, dozens of coves, rock cliffs, steep valleys, slopes that ran from sea level to 12,000 feet, and every inch filled with poison spiders, deadly snakes, giant man-eating lizards, and assorted large predatory cats. 

There were five of us on the plane.  Toliver and I to make the jump, Gerard to help with the mapping, and Jenna to take her pictures.  Slim, of course, was at the wheel.  Gerard and I plotted one full radial from the ship to the mountain, then we turned our efforts to finding a jumping spot.  Slim put the Cat into slow flight and circled the peak of the mountain.

As I said before, when you slow flight an airplane you reduce its speed, but you also take it close to stall speed.  That’s the point that it quits flying.  Slim reduced power to slow the airplane and then pulled back on the wheel.  When the Cat stabilized, he added flaps in ten-degree increments and added power as needed.  Before long we were poking along at eighty knots.

Mountain flying can be tricky.  The interaction of the sun’s heating power, the cooler, thinner air of high altitudes, the wind, and the mountain's physical shape can all create powerful updrafts, downdrafts, and cross currents. The PBY had a ceiling of almost sixteen thousand feet and a rate of climb of about a thousand feet a minute, depending on air temperature and air density.  If I am flying over a mountain that is twelve thousand two hundred feet high and it’s a hot day, giving me a service ceiling of fifteen thousand feet, then I have twenty-eight hundred feet of safety between the plane and the mountain top.

If I hit a downdraft of fifteen hundred feet a minute, I might not even feel it, but I will be heading down, into the mountain at a rate faster than my plane can climb.  My instruments will tell me that I’m losing altitude and my first instinct is to climb to the max.  But if your climb rate is seven hundred feet per minute because of the hot, thin air, then you’ll still be falling at the rate of eight hundred feet per minute.  Since you’re twenty-eight hundred feet over the peak, you will have two hundred and ten seconds to get the plane over lower ground, not counting the seconds you lost figuring out that you were in trouble.

There are planes lying in cold, lonely graves on mountain tops all over the world because a pilot flew too low over its peak. It’s like a rip current.  You can’t outswim the current, but you can swim across it and get to calmer waters.  Air currents are the same.  The trick is not to fight them but use your power and speed to get clear of them.  But unlike a rip current, you only have a limited amount of time, because the land is rushing up at you.

Volcano flying is even more dangerous because they can make their own heat.  They don’t need the sun’s help. They can make their very own updrafts that can be many times more powerful than solar-driven ones.  Volcanoes can also release poison gasses without warning. 

Whole villages and cities have been wiped out by gasses burped out of nearby volcanos.  It can be a clear day with no sign of danger, then suddenly it spews a huge cloud of pure sulfur, and you're gasping for your life.  Even worse is a plume of carbon dioxide.  You can’t see it. You can’t smell it and you can’t feel it.  You never know it’s there until it overwhelms the oxygen, and you can’t breathe.    Take a deep breath and your lungs don’t work right.  You don’t get the amount of oxygen you need to survive. You’re dying before you know it and the only remedy is grabbing an oxygen bottle and hoping that you’re not that far gone.

So, it pays to be very careful when flying around mountains and especially volcanos.  They are treacherous and mountain pilots are specially trained to deal with conditions that many pilots never encounter.  I figured that Slim knew all of this. But I had the conversation anyway, just to be safe.  He took my mother henning well and had all the right answers.

Gerard was a little stiff with me this morning because before we took off, I had pulled him aside and had a private conversation.

“I know you’re aching to get on this island, but I’m going to have you sit this one out.”

“You can’t do that Jack” he declared.  “I’m going in with you.”

“I’m sorry old friend, but I need you on the ship and in the air at times.  You’re the only one I can trust to watch my back and make the right calls.”

“Don’t do this Jack!” Gerard pleaded.

“I hate to say it, but you're too old to go charging up those slopes and crawling through that jungle.  If we run into trouble, you’d be a liability.  I will be distracted worrying about your safety and I can’t take that risk. You’re just not as fast as Toliver or myself or Zia. If this turns into a combat situation, you’re a liability. When was the last time you drew down on someone?”

“I admit it’s been a long time.”

“We’re younger and just plain faster.  Besides, I desperately need someone to quarterback this operation from the outside.  If we get into trouble, I need someone that can handle the emergency.  It might be the most critical job we have.  Doing it right might save our lives.

“All right Jack.  If I’m honest with myself, you are probably right.  Getting old is a bitch.”

“Lexxi Collins doesn’t seem to think you’re too old, you silver fox,” I quipped, giving him an approving smile.

Gerard didn’t answer but he did grin a little.  Like a kid being complimented for hitting a home run.

“Do you think I enjoy hurting my old friend?  Please do this for me.  Will you watch my back?  You’ve had it so many times before.  One last time, please.  It’ll free me up to only worry about what’s going on in the jungle.  There’s nobody else that I trust to do this job.  I need Toliver and Zia in the jungle with me” I informed.

“OK, Jack.  I can’t pretend to be happy about it, but I’ll do it,” promised Gerard.

“Thank you,” I said, putting my hand on his shoulder and giving it a squeeze.

At most we were two thousand feet above the mountain and Toliver and I both had our binoculars glued to the ground below, trying to pick out every nuance of the terrain.  Slim was flying in a broad oval, following the rim.  If we hit a downdraft, he could easily point the bird downslope and gain more ground clearance.

There was a big lake in the center of the volcano and a much smaller second cone that looked like it might be active.  The lake was almost two point six miles long, plenty of room to land the Cat.  But we didn’t know anything about the depth of the water or how many rocks were lurking just below the surface.  The lake wasn’t exactly crystal clear.  It was green with algae or some other discharge.

In addition, the sides of the volcano were steep cliffs at both ends of the lake.  From the air, I couldn’t tell the height of those cliffs.  Misjudge their height and the Cat would fly head on into the rocks.  Especially if it hit an unexpected downdraft.  So, I didn’t want to risk a landing.  Not without further information.

*****

After a half dozen passes, I felt better about jumping.  I didn’t see any sign of humans down there below us and the volcano seemed to be sleeping.  No smoke coming out of that second small cone.  I had also seen some wildlife.  Deer, wild pigs, and an orangutan. They seemed alive and well and that ruled out the presence of poison gas.  If those animals could breathe, then so could Tate and me. 

I had a landing area spotted.  A nice broad meadow that seemed clear of lizards We hadn’t seen any dragons the whole flight.  I assumed that they must be down lower on the slopes.   It would be cooler near the top.  So, I pointed to the location and Slim put the Cat in a turn, while Toliver and I put on our parachutes and checked our weapons.  We each had a Thompson, a couple of side arms, a machete, and another big ass knife.  One that would make Jim Bowie proud. 

We opened a door and Toliver, and I stood in the doorway.  I saw a motion behind me, and Jenna was also all suited up.  She had a parachute strapped to her back, camera bags hanging off several parts of her body and her main camera was shoot ready, hanging from a band around her neck.

“Whoa! Young lady” I declared, holding up my hand.

“I thought I’d go with you” she replied, giving me one of her trademark smiles.  She seemed to have figured out that I was an easy touch when it comes to Jenna Taylor.

“No! No! No!” I said in as forceful a voice as I could muster.  “Get that parachute off and if you try to jump after us, you’ll never take another picture on this expedition.”

Jenna looked crushed, but she slipped off the parachute.  During the process she puffed out her chest, emphasizing her amazing bosom.

“Gerard, make sure she stays in the plane,” I ordered.

“I will Jack,” he assured.

Then Toliver and I stepped out of the plane.  We only had a few thousand feet to fall, so we pulled the cords quickly.  All the way to the ground I was thinking about Jenna’s tits. The girl had my number, and I was pretty sure that she knew it.

*****

Toliver hit the ground, rolled, and came up with his Thompson ready.  Just like you see it in the movies.  I had the radio on my back and rolling was not suggested.  It was one of those new transistor models.  Very pricey.  But still fragile.  So, I bent my knees, willed my muscles to stay loose and not tense up, and fell over on my side.  I tried to twist, keeping the impact away from my back but was only partially successful.  The radio made me top heavy.  I felt like a turtle must feel.  Then a freak gust of wind caught my chute just right and it reinflated, dragging me across the ground.  It was the kind of landing you never see in the movies.  Maybe in the outtakes.  Toliver was the star of this scene, but I was the comic relief.

I was struggling to get up when Toliver came over and yanked me to my feet.

I turned my back to him so that he could use the radio and said, “Do a radio check.  I need to cut up my chute.”

“What the hell for?”

“To make a windsock,”’ I advised.

“Now Quit asking questions and see if the radio works,” I growled.

“Dragon 3 to Dragon 4,” said Toliver, keying the microphone. 

“Dragon 4 here.  Read you four by four.  All your legs work?” drawled Slim.

“Roger that” answered Toliver.

We had landed right where I wanted.  The peak was at an elevation of over 12,000 feet and we hit the ground at about 11,000.  I would have liked to have been closer, but I was afraid of the air currents around the rim.  They could easily have swept us into some volcanic vent hidden in the rocks.  The mountain didn’t look active and there was a pristine lake right in the cauldron itself, but there were vents around and I could smell sulfur.  It was faint, but it was there.

I didn’t expect to learn much on this reconnaissance. It was more of a precaution.  Just a quick look-see to get the lay of the land and see if we could stir up any interest from whoever or whatever lived here.  Most of the action would probably be several thousand feet downslope and because of the temperature, I’d have been real surprised to find any dragons up this high. 

Near as I could surmise, the other expeditions had both come up the main trail from the south end of the island, where the ship was anchored.  But I figured we’d sneak in the backdoor for a quiet peek, before committing all our troops.  We might learn something interesting that would give us an edge.

We moved off about a hundred yards and nestled down in a dense thicket. We had a clear view of anyone or anything coming up the slope.  If there was someone on this mountain, they would have heard the plane and most probably saw us jump.  If we were a threat to them, or they were curious, they would be moving toward us to investigate.  We would have been visible from over a great deal of the slope.  So, we waited to see what turned up.

Half an hour later we were still waiting.  No sign of anyone coming to investigate.  No birds taking flight downslope or monkeys stopping their chatter.  All was normal for a tropical setting.  We gave it another ten minutes and moved out as quietly as we could.  Anyone in the immediate vicinity would have had plenty of time to zero in on us.  Nosy parties further downslope would have a substantial climb to get to us and that would take time.  We’d both keep an eye out for visitors.

All was normal for a tropical setting.  We gave it another ten minutes and moved out as quietly as we could.  Anyone in the immediate vicinity would have had plenty of time to zero in on us.  Nosy parties further downslope would have a substantial climb to get to us and that would take time.  We’d both keep an eye out for visitors.

The slopes were extremely steep in places but easily passable in others.  We worked our way upslope to about five hundred feet below the rim.  The ground was rock, gravel, and sporadic patches of jungle and long grass.  The cauldron was slightly oval, stretching along its east-west axis.  It was about three miles across and if I remember my high school geometry correctly, that makes the circumference about ten miles around.  It would be somewhat longer downslope as we were.  I figured four hours to circumnavigate.

On the far side, there was a gash in the rim.  A collapse or an old lava flow.  Looked like rough going over there.  Rocks tangled and twisted into all kinds of weird shapes.  That would add maybe an hour to our time.  We wouldn't really know until we got there.  In the meantime, Slim and Gerard would be running more radials and pretty Jenna would be taking more pictures.  I smiled when I thought of Jenna.  What a moxie girl.

We headed west, clockwise around the mountain.  Toliver took the lead, and I had the radio.  New transistor model or not, the fucking thing was heavy.

“This radio is heavier than I expected.  I think we should take turns carrying it,” I announced.

“Fine,” answered Toliver.

“Since you're twice my size, I think you should carry it two-thirds of the time” I proposed.

“Not fine,” was all he said.

Toliver blazed the trail, using existing open spaces and game trails as much as possible.  In the wide-open spaces, we kept to the high side of the meadow or clearing.  That wasn’t a guarantee of safety, but I figured the odds of being attacked from below were far greater than from above.  We had done a pretty thorough job of combing the slopes near the rim, from the plane. 

It was a lot cooler up here than down on that ship.  It was still the tropics, but altitude has its compensations all over the world.  Even near the equator.   You can usually count on a decline in temperature of about three or four degrees per thousand feet in elevation and that was holding true on this mountain. 

We were making good time.  Seeing lots of wildlife, but no humans.  I had no doubt there were native villages much farther downslope, but up here near the rim there was no sign of them. No footprints, no trash, no campsites, no droppings.  Nothing. 

We saw plenty of deer, antelope, birds, monkeys, and a few orangutans.  I saw several snakes and small lizards sunning themselves, but they ignored us.  No dragons.  There was a healthy ecosystem up here near the rim and no sign of anyone or anything disturbing its balance.  The mountain had obviously been active over the years.  There were a lot of lava flows.  Large bare patches strewn with porous rocks that had cooled where they landed.  Sharp suckers, hard to walk over.  Nothing cuts up a good pair of jungle boots, faster than volcanic rock.

We took a break about a fourth of the way around the rim.  We were looking west, out over the channel between two islands.  It was a clear day and there was a never-ending flow of ocean and jungle covered islands as far as I could see.  The view was breathtaking, and I felt a little guilty because Jenna would have loved this view.  I could see no sign of humans. 

It was down there. I had no doubt of man’s ability to trash the ground around them.  But the damage was too far away to see.  This must’ve been what the world looked like in the beginning.  The primordial forest.

“Let’s get moving,” urged Toliver.  He knew me so well.  Tate didn’t have any tolerance for my quiet times when I got lost in thought. ’Indulgence moments’ he called them, and he was quick to cut them short.  Jenna would have enjoyed that moment, I told myself.  Damn that girl was on my mind all the time.  I would have to push her out of it.  My job was to keep us alive, not moon over a girl I didn’t even have yet.

Toliver was already on the move, heading north around the rim.

“Hold up. I need your help,” I called. Toliver turned and I pointed up toward the rim, about a hundred yards away.

“What!” he yelled back.

“I’ll show you” I replied heading upslope.

The view from the rim was spectacular as well.  Not the one out over the channel, but east, across the cauldron. There was an azure lake in the middle, surrounded by stunning rock formations, accented by scattered vegetation, and twisted gnarled trees.  Nature’s canvas.  She’s my favorite artist and she never disappoints.

The rock at the rim was impossible to dig in, but we trimmed a tall scrub and hung some streamers of silk from my parachute where the wind could catch them.  We’d be able to see from the air, which way the local winds were blowing.  That was important information for any pilot trying to navigate around this peak.

Then we headed downslope until we hit some cover, then proceeded around the mountain.  We were moving faster now.  Probably too fast for the best caution, but we were finding absolutely nothing to alarm us.  Everything seemed as it should be.  But there was a lot of game up here and no hunters.  Either the lower jungle was chock full of food, or there was a reason why the natives weren’t hunting the upper slopes. 

Could be as simple as taboo.  The witch doctor seemed to have a real problem with us going upslope.  But there could be another reason.  A reason I couldn’t quite figure out and that was what worried me.

It took us almost two hours to navigate the broken area of the rim.  Lots of deep ravines, with steep sides.  It would take a company of marines several days to search the whole area.  Toliver and I had to rely on a brief survey.

We hadn’t quite made it all the way around, but we had worked our way to the eastern end of the cauldron.  Between our ground inspection and the aerial survey, I was convinced that we were under no current threat.  The fact that we hadn’t seen any dragons didn’t surprise me, it was cooler up here and they like the heat.  They’re cold-blooded ya know. That also told me that the other expedition didn’t ever come this high, and we certainly didn’t see any sign of Lexxi’s father's expedition, or the team sent in to rescue them.  We had bupkes!

It was about half past noon, and I decided to call a halt to circling the peak and explore the lake.  There was good access on the eastern end, not a trail, but a medium slope that could easily be traversed.  The lake was about half a mile down a rock chute, and we covered it in no time.  The lake was alive with life.  Birds, fish, frogs, alligators. Everything you'd expect in an Indonesian jungle.  I didn’t stick my toe in, but I found a long branch and didn’t find the bottom.

*****


Chapter Nine

The lake was a good two and a half miles long.  The west end had a cliff face that was about two thousand feet high, but I think a good pilot could land the Cat here. 

“Give me the radio,” I said to Toliver.  We’d shifted loads a few hours back and boy was I glad to get rid of that thing.

I keyed the mic, “Cat this is Dragon 1, come in.”

“Cat here,” came the quick response.

I didn’t use his Dragon 4 call sign because it was going to be obvious that I was calling ground to plane.  Using the call sign would have tipped anyone listening that Dragon4 was the pilot.  So, I made up a call sign on the fly and Slim caught on right away.

“We’re at the lake.  I think you could land here.  Try a fly-bye and tell me what you think.”

Ten minutes later the Cat soared past by dipping to within a thousand feet off the lake’s surface.

“Nice windsock.  Thanks” squawked the radio.

“Thought you’d like that” I shot back.

“From up here, it looks tricky.  Those cliffs look at least two thousand feet or more.  I’ve got no problem landing, but I will have to dog leg out of there to the east on take-off.  Any added wind in the wrong direction would make it dicey.  I want to take one pass to spot some landmarks to act as reference points.   Climbing out of there, could be touch and go.

Then Slim made another pass.  I assumed he was checking for crosswinds, but he wouldn’t know for sure until he dipped down below the rim.  I held up another streamer from my chute and it hung limply in my hand.  No breeze. 

The big bird sank below a thousand feet.  He still had plenty of room to abort, but suddenly the cat was soaring in circles like an enormous eagle.  The plane was in slow flight and Slim had cut the power.  He was soaring and climbing.  Slim had found the updraft from the cauldron, and like a circling hawk, he was riding the thermals. 

“Yahoo!” came a shout from the radio.

“Ok!  Nice job.  Now quit showing off and land that thing,” I instructed.

Then I watched Slim bring the big plane in for a perfect landing, but he didn’t taxi to the shore.  Too much danger of hidden rocks.  So, he dropped a rubber dingy, and Gerard and Jenna paddled ashore.  While we were waiting, Toliver and I found another bush and hung another windsock.  Now we’d have a reading on both the surface winds and those at the top of the rim.

I stood at the water’s edge, watching them approach.  Jenna looked excited enough to burst.  Gerard tossed me a bow line and I pulled them up on the gravel beach far enough to secure the boat.  Jenna barely had her feet on solid ground before she started shooting pictures.

“I hope you brought a lot of film,” I observed.

“I did.  You flew a lot of it in with the supplies” she replied with a smile.

“This is so magnificent,” she exclaimed.

“Wait until you see the view from up there,” I said, pointing to the top of the western cliff face.

“Are we going to see a dragon?” She was as giddy as a little girl.

“We haven’t seen any.  I think they’re lower down on the slopes.”

“Ahhh” was her response, and it came with a teasing pout.

“Come on,” I urged, starting for the ramp out. “We don’t have that much time.”

Jenna ran to catch up, her cameras flapping. 

“Gerard, are you coming?” I turned and asked.

Gerard looked at the ramp and the three miles to the other end of the crater, then realized how thin the air is as 10,000 feet.  “I think you’re right Jack.  I’ll leave this part to you young bucks.”

“Toliver, come on.  I might need the backup.”

“Haven’t we walked enough for one day,” he grumbled, but he was coming.  His long strides caught up to us in no time.

An hour later we cleared the rim.  We’d come up 1,200 feet in about an hour, Jenna was huffing and puffing and I carried some of her gear to help her out.  The slope was steep enough by itself to wear a person out, but the air is also mighty thin at 10,000 feet.  Toliver and I are in pretty good shape, but we were winded too.

The sun was still overhead when we got to the western edge of the rim.  Jenna had a good angle for her pictures.  She didn’t just snap.  She set up her tripod and fussed over the angles and the setting and changed the lens a few times. 

“What’s the tripod for?” I asked.

“It holds the camera absolutely steady.  It’s impossible to hold it completely still.  No human can and any movement comes out in a slight amount of blur.  Most people don’t notice it, but another pro will.  With the tripod the pictures are clear and crisp, no blur anywhere.” she informed, never taking her eyes off the job at hand. 

“Learn something every day,” I replied.

“This is marvelous,” she exclaimed, bursting with enthusiasm.  “Just look at that panorama.  It’s breathtaking.”

“I know.  That’s why I brought you up here,” I reminded her.

“Thanks so much,” she answered.  Then she turned to me and kissed me on the cheek.  “Thank you, Jack.  I’m sorry I was so much trouble earlier.”

It was starting to get windy up on the top of that mountain, and I looked around.  Clouds were coming in from the east.  Not their usual direction. 

“Winds shifting.  We gotta get out of here” squawked the radio.

I helped Jenna grab up all her camera gear and we headed for the plane.  I could see it just a thousand feet below us but getting to it would take some time.  Three miles back along the rim, then three-quarters of a mile down into the crater.  I looked at the clouds. 

“We’re not going to make it,” I advised.

Toliver had the radio, and he keyed the mic “Where’s Holly2,” he asked.

“Still on the beach,” Slim shot back.

Toliver looked at me.  “Tell him to take off,” I said.

“Better call him back and get moving,” Toliver told Slim, and I heard the engines roar as a warning to Gerard.  I watched from the rim as he paddled the boat back to the plane.  Slim was taxiing to get into position to take off.  Luckily the wind was coming from the east.  The clouds were moving in quick, and we were in the soup in just a few minutes.  I lost sight of the Cat, but I could tell from her engine sounds that Slim was taking off with no visibility. 

It was a gutsy thing to do, but Slim’s a good pilot.  All he had to do was watch his instruments and his heading.  He’d be fine.  People don’t realize that you can take off blind if you know the proper heading.  The regs say not to take off in zero/zero.  But that’s because you can’t land if there’s an emergency.  I prayed he wouldn’t have an engine out, but they sounded to me like they were purring like kittens as their sound was slowly drowned out by the rising wind.

“We better find some shelter” exclaimed Toliver, raising his voice to be heard over the wind.  It was whipping up fast.

“Already looking, big guy,” I called back.

There wasn’t much useful cover, and I couldn’t see shit.  I could see nothing but gray swirling all around me.  My horizontal visibility was barely ten feet, but I could see the ground around my feet, and I used that clue to work my way downslope.  I felt a rope land over my shoulder, and I grabbed it.

“Rope up,” ordered Toliver and we all tied ourselves together.

I took the lead, Jenna was in the middle, and Toliver brought up the rear.  I led us downslope, hoping we’d break clear of this cloud.  The wind seemed to be lessening a little as we got further from the peak, and I found us a tree with a tangle of above-ground roots with hollows that a man could fit into.  I sat down in one of the depressions and Jenna squeezed in beside me.  Toliver made himself comfortable in the next over.

“I’m cold,” Jenna said, and I put my arms around her.  She felt like an ice cube.  Jenna and I were face to face and body to body.  God that woman smells like heaven.  I had to keep telling myself this is not a romantic moment, but she really rocked my boat.

“Am I going to be here all night?” she asked.

“I think that’s a safe bet.  I’m going to rethink those lake landings and save them for an emergency.  That was probably foolish, but I wanted you to get a chance to photograph that view,” I answered. “We might not get up this high again.”

“I’m glad you did” she replied, I felt her body squirm in closer, looking for more warmth.

“We’ll need to walk out of here,” I informed.

“How long will that take?”

“We’ll go down the northeastern slope.  It looks pretty steep, but it's only about thirteen or fourteen miles to the ocean.  Someone can pick us up there on the beach sometime tomorrow.  Probably midday or early afternoon.  That’s if we don’t run into trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?” asked Jenna.  Her voice was a little uncertain.

“This is a jungle where a lot of people have disappeared.  Your guess is as good as mine,” I answered

“Why aren’t we seeing Dragons?”

“I’ve never heard of Dragons on this island.  But Lexxi swears her people were clear about the sightings and the US Navy took pictures of one on this very mountain.  Those guys are pretty good at their jobs, and they’re not known for mixing up islands.”

“So where are they?”

“Down lower on the gentler slopes most likely.  I think it’s too cold for them up here.  I haven’t seen any sign of them.  No tracks, no dens, no kills, no spat, and no shedding.  Nothing.”

“What is spat?” She asked.

“Lizard shit”

Oh!  What do you mean by shedding?”

“Komodo Dragons shed their skin like all reptiles.”

“You mean we’re going to find the skin of one?  That sounds a little creepy.”

“Not a full skin.  A snake just slithers out of his skin and leaves it pretty much in tack.  It’s kind of heart stopping to find twenty feet of snakeskin laying there like a ghost.”

“I’ll bet.”

“But lizards just lose their skins in pieces.  So, we’ll find patches of old skin,” I informed.

“Thank God.  I don’t want to see a whole one.”

“Can I put my head on your shoulder?  It’s softer than the tree.”

“Of course,” I said, moving my arm so that she could snuggle in. Trying my best not to put my hand on any strategic part of her luscious body.

We rested quietly for a few minutes.  Then Jenna asked. “How do you know all this stuff?  What are you doing here anyway?  Who are you? You’re an American, aren’t you?”

“That’s several questions and some of those take some telling.”

“Well, I’ve got nothing else to do except sit in a jungle, hoping one of those lizards doesn’t loom out of the fog.”

“Oh my God,” I exclaimed, reaching for my Thompson.  “I didn’t think of that.  Get your camera ready!”

Jenna jumped up and grabbed her main camera, then heard me laugh.

“Not funny,” she scolded, but I was still laughing.

“That was mean,” she exclaimed and pounded me with a light fist right in the chest.  Then we both laughed.

Jenna settled back down against my shoulder and then asked.  If that happens, you’re ready, right?”

“I’m ready,” I assured.  “In the jungle, I’m always ready.”

“So?” she asked.

“So, what?”

“You were going to tell me your story,” she reminded.

“I’d rather hear yours.  It’s gotta be better than mine.”

“Yours first,” she demanded.

“I’m going to give you the short version because I want to hear your story more.  I can fill in any details later if you’re still interested.

My dad was a skipper for hire.  He sailed other people’s boats.  Captained them on trips or moved boats from port to port for them so they’d be ready when they flew in.

I’d go with him sometimes, as a boy.  But I was losing out on my schooling, so I got left with my uncle.  My mother’s brother.  My mother died when I was very young.  I only have a few memories of her.  My uncle was a crop duster and I learned to fly at around 11 or twelve.  We had a good little business going in the Sacramento valley until my Uncle crashed his plane one morning.  I was fifteen.

They tried to place me with a local family.  Said I needed adult supervision.  They were nice enough folks.  A little too Christian for my taste, but they were trying to do right by me.  But I was a rebellious little shit and slipped out a window one night and hitched a ride to San Francisco.  I was turning fifteen.

In Frisco, I signed on to a tramp steamer and shipped out for China.  I wanted to be a Flying Tiger.  Ya grow up fast working a cargo freighter, there were some guys in the crew who took me under their wing, but there were also some asshole bullies.  I eventually got to the Flying Tiger base, and they liked my flying and took me in.  I was more of a mascot than one of the guys. They wouldn’t even let me drink, but I could hold my own in the air.

When America entered the war, the Tigers were disbanded, and I started flying for the Army Air Corp.  I flew what they call the hump from India to China, over the Himalayas, and other routes.  The army sent a big force of volunteers deep behind the Jap lines in Burma.  They called themselves Merrill’s Marauders.

I was dropping supplies to them, and I got shot down.  I ended up hanging in a tree about twenty feet off the ground when Toliver and some other guys found me.  I soon found out I wasn’t getting back to my base anytime soon.  These guys were headed deeper into the Burma jungles.  All total we walked about a thousand miles fighting pitched battles every few weeks.  When we came out, every man in the outfit had a medical tag hanging from their uniform, that read, unfit for duty.  When the brass found out we were back, they loaded us all into a bunch of trucks and took us straight to the hospital.

When the war was over, and everybody went home, I just stayed.  I had nothing to go home to and I liked the South Pacific.  Besides, I still had an itchy foot.   So, I worked at anything that would make me money until I had enough to buy the Vassar.  That’s my sailboat.  She’s an island trader, which is how I usually make my living. I met Gerard when I was running an old river boat and hauling freight.  Mostly supplies into the interior where there were sporadic plantations.

“Your turn,” I said.  “Spill.”

“That’s quite the story.  I can’t possibly match that,” declared Jenna.

“Will try,” you promised.

“No, you assumed,” she countered.

“Well, tell me something.  I told you mine.”

Jenna answered with a great sigh, it was obvious that she didn’t want to talk.  It was the first of many signs that J. Taylor, ‘have camera will travel’, was extremely reluctant to talk about her past.

“Come on, I bared my soul,” I pleaded.

“No, you didn’t, you told me an adventure story.  Sounds like a movie,” she accused.

“All right,” I replied.  “I won’t press.”

There was a long silence.  The way she was up against me, I could feel her heart racing and she was taking quick breaths.  My questioning was making her anxious.  Looking back on it, I think that was the first time that I started to suspect that she was carrying some emotional scars behind that wondrous smile of hers.

“Don’t worry about it.  You can be my mystery girl,” I declared.

“Am I?” her tone made it clear that it was a question.

“Am I what?” I asked.

“Your girl?” she responded.

Then it was my turn to be silent.  We’d exchanged a lot of glances and it was more than apparent that there was some strong chemistry between us.  But there’d been no words of endearment exchanged.  No affectionate touching.  We’d only known each other for a couple of days.

Finally, I answered, “You certainly could be.  I am strongly attracted to you and it’s not the fun and games kind of attraction.  I think it runs pretty deep.”

She was silent for a moment, then I felt a slight new pressure as she pressed into me. It wasn’t like a giant hug.  Just a gentle squeeze. “Me too,” she whispered.

*****

About an hour later the wind quit gusting and settled into a steady breeze of five to ten knots and the clouds moved on to get stuck on another mountain top further west.  We had clear visibility and a wind that was stiff, but nothing to shy away from.  In fact, it was refreshingly cool, and it kept the bugs down.  It was time to think about getting off of this rock.

We backtracked a little to the drop zone.  Gerard dumped a third parachute out the door when we jumped with some odds and ends that we might need.  We picked through the gear, put the things we’d need on our backs, and cashed the rest for when we came back another day.  Then we headed another couple of thousand feet downslope and moved counterclockwise around the mountain, losing more altitude as we went.

It was the quickest way off the mountain, and it gave us new ground to explore.  The jungle was getting thicker, and the temperature was increasing.  We were definitely back in the tropics.  We’d gone about a quarter of the way around the mountain when we reached a clearing that offered another incredible view, this time to the east. 

We were still high enough for a spectacular panorama. The islands stretched on forever just as before, but Jenna was extra excited about the quality of the light.  The sun was off setting in the west and the sunset was blocked by the mountain.  She claimed the light was diffused, making the colors more vivid on the film. So, we took a break and Jenna set up her tripod near the edge of a ledge that stuck out from the rest of the mountain.  When she was dismantling her equipment, she turned back toward us and froze.  She was at just the correct angle to see into a hidden crevice in the rocks. The gap was the entrance to a small box canyon and there was a cabin back there. 

It was overgrown with jungle and hard to see, but it was there.

“Jack, there’s a cabin behind the rocks,” Jenna said softly, pointing in the direction of the structure.

Toliver and I were instantly alert, Thompsons up and I pulled Jenna out of the potential line of fire. Then we approached cautiously, submachine guns at the ready.  But the cabin had been abandoned years ago.

It had a front porch that looked out over the view that Jenna had just photographed.  You could look out through the break in the rocks and enjoy that marvelous scene.  Something that whoever lived here had probably done quite often.  Because a canvas chair sat on that porch, directly in line with the break in the rocks and the view. Right in the middle of the canvas back of the chair, was a red Nazi swastika.

It was one of those moments when you just don’t know what to do next.  We all just froze.  I had no fears that there were any German troops around.  But I think I literally stopped breathing for a few seconds.  We all looked at each other, completely speechless.

Jenna broke the silence.  She didn’t say a word, but her Camera started clicking and I knew she was bringing that swastika into full focus.  I had visions of seeing it on the cover of ‘Look’ or ‘Life’ magazine, maybe even the ‘Saturday Evening Post’.  That would certainly make her career.

Toliver finally spoke first.  “What the hell?”

Tate’s not always famous for his eloquence, but he was right on this time.  “What the hell?” I echoed.

*****

Chapter Ten

It was kind of a neat cabin, despite sending chills down my back and completely astounding me.  The foundation, including the porch base, was all volcanic rock.  They were carefully sized and stacked.  Someone worked hard to build this place.  It wasn’t that big and had seen better days.  I figured it had been abandoned for a few years.

There was no sign of an occupant and Jenna started to rush up on the porch.  I caught her arm and pulled her back.

“Stay here, until I tell you different,” I ordered.

Toliver and I approached with caution, our Thompsons ready.  We carefully inspected the porch and door.  The Germans were famous for leaving behind little gifts for those who come after.  The kind that explode without warning.  The porch steps creaked loudly, but no explosion.  I was still alive when I reached the porch.  I looked all around the porch, then peered through the windows.  I didn’t see any trip wires, but the windows were filthy, and it was hard to be sure.  They were covered by years of accumulated dust and dirt, plus a substantial collection of cobwebs and spider webs.  I could only catch a glimpse of what was inside. 

I tried the door.  Toliver was still on the ground, close to Jenna.  Far enough away that a detonation probably would not be a danger to them.  The door was partially open, and I gave it a shove.  I thought the porch creaked. Damn near jumped out of my skin.  That door hadn’t been oiled in forever and was squawking like it was in pain.  But nothing went boom.  I stood in the doorway and looked around.  The contents were in total disarray and a monkey was sleeping on a tabletop, but there was nothing lethal and I called the others in.  The door screech had woken the monkey and it watched me with wary eyes.  Then scampered into the other room when it heard the others.

The cabin was a two-room affair.  One large room that seemed to double as a kitchen, living room, office, and a small sleeping chamber off to the left.  There was a bunk in there, the bedding had all been shredded by the wildlife.  One window was half open, that must have been how the monkey got out.

“What the hell?” said Toliver as he walked through the door.

“You said that already,” I quipped.

“What a mess,” added Jenna.  She just stood in the doorway looking around.

“No pictures?” I asked.

“No in this light,” she replied.

It was getting dark. The sun was diving into the sea on the other side of the mountain, but on this side, we were in the shadows and night was closing in quickly.  It was hard to tell what this cabin was.  Obviously, someone’s home for quite a spell, but besides everyday living items, like pots, pans, eating utensils, lamps, and writing material, there was also scientific equipment.  Jars of preserved lizards lined a shelf.  Some looked like babies, others were larger lizard body parts.  I found dissection tools, a microscope, some chemistry flasks, and beakers, and what looked like an operating or dissection table.  There were notes and pictures and diagrams covering the walls. 

“You wanted lizards, Jenna.  Here they are,” I announced.

“Not funny,” she responded.

Several large charts showed a genealogy of Komodo Dragons from two parents and a series of offspring.  I found several notebooks, but they appeared to be in German, and I couldn’t make heads or tails of them.

“Anyone have any ideas?” I asked.

“Crazy fucking Germans,” exclaimed Toliver.  “They were experimenting on the lizards.”

“No, it’s more than that,” corrected Jenna.  She was studying the wall chart of a lizard tree diagram.

“Not just experimenting.  They were breeding them.  Maybe for size and aggression.  Who knows?” she added.

“Jesus,” I replied.

“Jenna, can you get pictures of all this?” I asked.

“I can in the morning when there is more light.  I can get enough pictures to reconstruct the place,” promised Jenna.

“I guess that means we're here for the night.”

“Here!  In his place? It’s a little creepy,” declared Jenna. 

“It’s a roof, four walls, and it’s free of dragons and other jungle critters. No bugs.  Will a few, but not a jungle full.  I’ll shut the window; that’ll keep the monkeys out. It’ll be cozy,” I assured.

Toliver rumpled through the pantry.  “Anyone for German K-rations?” he asked.

“Depends, what do we have?” Jenna answered.

“Apple Strudel,” replied Toliver holding up a green can.  “Can’t image that canned.”

“I love apples.  Pop it open,” suggested Jenna.  “What else?”

“Ham and eggs, goulash, wiener schnitzel, and a lot of shit that I can’t pronounce,” Toliver informed.

“I brought my own,” I offered, holding up a can of spaghetti.

“Some adventurer you are,” teased Jenna.  Toliver handed her an open can and she peeked inside, then sniffed at the contents.

“Smells good to me,” she opined, “I’m starved.”

“I dug in my pack for a spoon and handed it over to Jenna.  She thanked me and dipped in.  “Good.  It’s good.  Want some,” she declared, waving a spoonful at me. 

“I think I will,” I answered, but she ate more than half the can before passing it over with a big smile.  She was having fun.

The light was almost gone, so Toliver and I did a fast once around the perimeter to check things out.  We found an old generator just in back of the cabin and after a few minutes of tinkering, we had lights.  But I got to thinking that wasn’t such a good idea.  The generator made the devil’s own noise and even though the cabin was hidden back in the little pocket of a crevice, the light might be visible quite aways off in the night.  So, we turned off the generator and made do with flashlights, which we used sparingly for the same reason.

There wasn’t much left to do, except eat and go to sleep.  Toliver popped a can of German goulash, and I pulled out some good old made-in-America rations.  I had my choice or beef and beans, pork and beans, or scrambled eggs and ham.

I figured there was no way that Jenna was going to sleep in the Kraut’s bed, so that meant she and I were going to take the floor and Toliver would get the cot.  The last thing I wanted was to fart all night, so I grabbed the eggs and a chocolate bar.

“How’s the goulash,” I asked.

“Not bad,” announced Toliver as he tossed one empty can and went rummaging for a second.

“What else did you have?” I asked Jenna making eye contact.

“Peaches and a chocolate bar,” she smiled back.  “But it wasn’t exactly a Snickers!” she exclaimed, making a face.

“That’s tropical chocolate,” I said.

“Whatever shit they put into it so that it doesn’t melt in the tropical heat, makes it taste like crap,” opined Toliver.

“It’s not quite that bad,” I corrected.

“No Tate’s right.  It does taste like shit,” she agreed.  “Want the rest?” she asked as she held out a bar with one tiny bite gone.

“Sure,” I replied and snatched it up.  Tropical chocolate would never make it on an American supermarket shelf, but it wasn’t quite as bad as these two were making out.

“Wow,” exclaimed Toliver as he discovered the liquor supply.

“Schnapps,” he informed, taking a bottle down from the top of the cupboard.  He took a swig.  “Oh my, Peach.”

“Take it easy,” I cautioned.  “We’re still in a potential combat zone but pass it around.  A little will take the edge off”.

“In a minute,” replied Toliver.  He took another long swallow and passed Jenna the bottle. 

She wiped her mouth with a corner of her shirt and tasted the liquid.  Then smiled and took a decent draught.  “That’s not bad,” she judged.

Then she passed me the bottle but pulled it back when I put out my hand.  She smiled mischievously.  She snuck another nip.  Then held out the bottle.

Toliver took the first watch and Jenna, and I racked out on the floor in one of the corners.  I took the spot nearest the wall, lest something unfriendly wanted to prowl around.  Toliver went out on the porch and sat in the Nazi chair.

Jenna was a little nervous in the dark and wanted to talk a little.  Getting information out of her had been like pulling teeth, but all of a sudden, she was a chatterbox.  She calmed down after about ten minutes and drifted off right in the middle of one of my adventure stories.  So much for romance.  We’d been asleep about an hour when I heard a crash and a loud voice outside. 

I grabbed my Thompson, the sling of which was wrapped around my right arm.  I was on my feet in seconds ready to fight.

“What was that?” Jenna asked in an alarmed tone.

“Don’t know, stay down.  Keep low,” I barked.

I could hear Toliver cursing on the front porch, so I wasn’t too worried.  If there was danger, he’d either be firing or deathly quiet.  But instead, he was cussing up a blue streak.

There was a full moon, and I could see the problem the minute I opened the door.  I started to laugh.  Not just giggle a little, I mean a full-throated belly laugh.  Jenna was up and came through the door and started laughing too.  We were both laughing too hard to say anything and Toliver just cursed some more and this time at us as well.

Tate’s a good three hundred pounds.  It’s solid muscles.  There is no fat on the man, he’s just a big fella.  The German must have been a might smaller, cuz that Nazi chair was in pieces.  It eventually crumbled under Toliver’s weight.  Held him up for a good hour and a half.  Germans make good shit.  You can’t take that away from them.  But eventually, it just gave way.

Then Toliver got a little tangled up in it after it spilled him on the floor.  That’s when I opened the door, and he was stomping around with a piece of the broken chair attached to his foot.  He just couldn’t shake it free.  Then it caught on this free leg and down he went again.

“Go to bed Tate.  I’ll take the watch for a while,” I offered.

“Think I will,” he grumbled.

“and Tate,” I called after him.

He turned and asked “Ya?”

“Don’t break the bed,” I laughed.

“Fuck you straw,” he replied.  “Sorry Jenna.”

We were both laughing when he slammed the bedroom door.

“Where is the schnapps?” he bellowed.

“By the sink,” I advised, between laughs.

“He’s going to sleep in that mess of a bed?” she asked.

“He can sleep anywhere,” I said, still laughing a little.

“I should take a turn on watch,” offered Jenna.

“Thanks for the offer, but anything that needs watching, might need a Thompson as a solution.  Get some sleep.  I’ll have Toliver spell me in a few hours.  Go to bed.  We have a long hike tomorrow.

“Thank you, Jack,” she responded as she slipped through the door.  Then added, “Good night”.  There was a softness in her voice, and I wished I had been able to see her face when she spoke.

*****

The following day was long and fatiguing, but uneventful.  We rose at dawn and ate breakfast from a can.  I had pork and beans and a cookie. Jenna and Toliver raided the German cupboard for some of the other delicacies.  Jenna found two more cans of apple strudel and we packed them away for the trip back.  Toliver and I made another sweep.  No sign of humans and Jenna photographed the whole place. 

I’d found what looked like a diary the night before I tucked it away in a pack, along with two other notebooks that were also in German. Then we headed downslope as quickly as caution allowed.  The cove that Spotts had his man monitoring was on our side of the mountain and I figured that was as good a place as any to get picked up. Assuming, of course, that we didn’t run into that phantom ship coming back, or a welcome party of the bad guys crawling out of the jungle to meet it. 

About three hours later we were down another couple of thousand feet and a few miles further around the mountain.  We cut a trail that came from off to the northwest.  If I’d had more firepower, I would have followed it back to its source and saved myself a lot of trouble, but there was just Toliver and me, and I didn’t want to risk Jenna. 

The trail was wide and well used.  A little overgrown, my guess was that it hadn’t been used in a couple of months.   I hesitated to follow it and held us up for a minute.  A trail like this is a perfect place for a booby trap.

“What do you think?” I asked Toliver.

“I think we need to get off this damn trail,” he responded.

“Yeah,” I agreed, and we moved off into the jungle and tried to stay parallel with the trail, but soon found an alternate route.  There were a few other trails down the mountain.  All of them lightly traveled and barely discernible in places.  They appeared to be game trails, nothing man-made.  Probably deer or wild boar or lizards.  One was more prominent than the rest and I wasn’t sure if it was a game trail or human made.  I tried to follow it but stayed to the side of it as much as possible.  It took us longer and we had to do some hacking with the machetes, but we were near the cove by mid-afternoon.

We came out in a small clearing, not more than fifty or sixty feet across, and a rock ledge on the seaward end overlooked a beautiful little cover.  About a hundred and fifty feet below us, there was plenty of jungle cover.  That ledge was a perfect nest for a spy or a sniper.  I walked out toward the edge and found a body lying in the brush.

“Tate,” I called as I stood there inspecting the find. 

“Jenna, you might want to stay back,” I advised, then both Toliver and Jenna started toward me.

But Jenna ignored me.  “Oooh,” she said and then started taking pictures from a variety of angles.

“Lars Larsen, I presume,” announced Toliver.

“Most probably,” I answered.

It wasn’t a body exactly.  The carrion eaters, the insects, and the worms had been at it and there was nothing left but the bones. The skull had a bullet hole in it.  Little one in the back, a big one in the front.  Whoever killed him, came up on him from behind. Whoever else was on this island.  They were playing for keeps. 

“I assumed that fellow Spotts isn’t an amateur,” opined Toliver.

“No, he certainly isn’t,” I answered.

“and he wouldn’t send a rookie in here,” he added.

“No! He would not,” I agreed.  We were both thinking the same thing.

“What are you guys talking about?” Jenna asked between clicks.

“This man was a professional.  He knew combat and he knew the jungle, but someone surprised him from behind.  Whoever that was, we have to be better,” I declared.

“Oh,” she replied in a low voice, and we were all silent for a few minutes.

We scoured the ground nearby and found very little.  The place had been picked clean of everything usable.  Nothing left except a decaying sleeping bag, some torn mosquito netting, and a bent spoon.  If this guy had a weapon or a radio, they were gone.  

“Let’s keep this just between us,” I said, breaking the silence.  “Don’t tell the others about this guy.”

“Why?” asked Jenna.

“I’m not sure,” I answered.

A few steps later I spotted something round in the grass.  It was perfectly spherical, and my eye caught it because it was out of place in the dirt and rocks.  I leaned over and dug out the rest.  It was a cartridge.  I turned to see how far I was from the skull.  It was about fifty feet away and a little off to the left.  I stood there a minute lost in thought.

“What’d you find?” asked Toliver.  He had evidently noticed me studying the object in my hand.

“A Nambu shell casing.  Looks like a 7-millimeter,” I answered.

“That’s very interesting,” noted Toliver.

“Isn’t it,” I agreed softly.  My mind was still working on the implications.

“What does that mean,” asked Jenna.

“It means he was killed with a Japanese pistol, a Lugar, usually an officer’s gun,” informed Toliver.

We found an easy trail down to the beach and called in our location to Slim and the Cat.  Then we settled in to wait.  We confirmed where the other trail came out and Toliver set up in position to cut down any visitors from that direction while Jenna shucked her boots and waded out into the surf. 

There wasn’t much wave action.  This was a protected cove and a low-energy beach.  We were on the eastern shore of the island. There were two small islands a couple of miles east and a channel ran between us and them. The channel was narrow and didn’t give the waves much room to grow, but the water was crystal clear and a brilliant blue green.  Except for the possibility of attack, it was a little slice of paradise, and I sat down, with my Thompson ready, and watched an extremely beautiful woman explore the beach and just enjoy being alive.

The waves lapped at her toes and the light breeze played with her hair.  She was a pure delight, wrapped in a beautiful package and I was captivated.  She stirred all sorts of feelings in me.  Some that I thought I’d never feel again.  I barely knew this woman, but I realized that she already had her hook deep into me.  All I could do was hope that she would be gentle if she ever pulled it out.

*****

We got back to the ship just in time for cocktails.  Dinner was a raucous affair, everyone wanted to talk at once after we told them about the cabin Jenna found.  They all wanted to speculate about secret Nazi experiments, especially after I passed the notebooks around.  I’d also brought back a torn piece of canvas from the chair Toliver broke and the universal reaction to the blood-red swastika was stunned silence leading to babble thereafter.

Everyone had an opinion and most also had something of their own to report about the tasks they’d been assigned.  So, everyone was talking at once.  I let the bedlam run its course then went around the table gathering information.

“It seems that we have everyone’s attention,” I said, addressing the group as the steward set full plates on the table. 

“Jenna took pictures of everything,” I noted, nodding to her in acknowledgment.  “She’ll have pictures ready later tonight for everyone’s inspections.  Can anyone read the notebooks?”

“I can,” answered Lexxi.  “They’re in German.  I need to read more, but it looks like a breeding program.  They wanted bigger, meaner lizards.  They were going to slip them into the enemy lines at night.”

“That’d sure as hell stir up some trouble,” broke in Toliver.

“It would scare me,” I agreed, thinking of the many nights we sat in a jungle fox hole waiting for someone to come out of the blackness and try and kill us.

“They must have come with the Japs,” opined Gerard.

“Nope.  They were here before the Japanese.  The diary talks about the day the Japs showed up.  They were wary at first but decided to let them stay.  It’s all right here in the diary” informed Lexxi.

“They?” I asked.

“Yes.  He had two squads of men to capture the dragons and perform general labor,” Lexxi was reading as she was speaking.

“How many is a squad?” asked Toliver.

“Doesn’t say.”

“The better question is: Where are they now?” interjected Zia.

I looked across the table at my old friend and shook my head in agreement.  “Yes, where the hell are they now?”

I turned back to Lexxi.  “Anything in that book about how many of these monster lizards they made?”

Lexxi paused for a while as she turned a few pages.  “Can’t find a count.  It’s probably in the other notes.”

“Or on the wall charts,” suggested Toliver.

I looked at Jenna.  “Your pictures just became a priority.”

“I understand.  Right after dinner,” she promised.

“Zia, do we have porters and camp helpers?”

“Twelve Balinese women are camped on the island. We gave them dinner and breakfast.  They’ll be ready when you need them,” assured Zia.

“Do we need twelve?”

“You said get bearers; I got bearers.  You didn’t tell me how many,” he shot back.

I laughed.  “Fine.  We’ll figure that out after dinner.”

“What’d you find out about the witch doctor?”

“He thinks this is his island.  He’s from a mountain tribe about five thousand feet up the slope. They worship the old gods and are completely lawless.  Both the Sasak and the Balinese are afraid of his black magic.  He collaborated with the Japanese during the occupation. He also runs cattle and some goats up the mountain about four times a year.”

“He does what?”

“A ship docks in this bay and unloads about a hundred head of cattle, plus about fifty goats.  He and his men drive those animals up the mountain.  No one ever sees them again”.

“That’s weird!” Gerard observed.

“Can you even drive goats?” I asked.

“There is a knack to it,” Zia answered. 

“He’s feeding something,” Gerard declared.

“I think Gerard’s right.  He’s feeding the lizards,” confirmed Zia.

“So, is this like an offering to the gods, or is something else going on?” I asked.

“Don’t know.  Nobody knows.  Locals claim the Komodo are gods, and they won’t go up the mountain.”

We went around the table, gathering information, soliciting opinions, and finalizing some decisions.  This was turning into quite an endeavor, and I worried that we didn’t have a deep enough bench.  Too many key people and not enough worker bees.

Toliver, Zia, Gerard, and Slim were all essential personnel.  The mercs were an unknown.  They could turn out to be dependable troops or they could cut and run when I needed them most.  I also had concerns whether they would treat Zia as an equal and recognize his command position, especially in a pinch.  I also worried about a bunch of self-styled soldiers of fortune and twelve beautiful, bare-breasted Balinese women.  I knew that Zia’s crew was going to move in on that new meat before we got a mile up that mountain, and I’m sure the mercs had the same idea.   A real potential flash point.

Jenna disappeared just after dinner.  Didn’t even stick around for dessert.  She’d built a makeshift darkroom on the boat, and she put up her little do not enter sign and went to work.  A couple of hours later, she had tons of photos.  I didn’t have time to look at them that night, but some of the others passed them around.  Lexi collected the pictures of the cabin wall, and we packed the rest away for the trip.  I figured that we’d work on this puzzle when we had some more clues.

Before turning in I had the captain put in a ship to shore call to Spotts and I told him his agent was dead and what I found.  I couldn’t definitely prove that it was Lar Larsen.  There wasn’t much of him left.  But it was close to a certainty.  Spotts thanked me and warned me again to be careful, then promised to have marines standing by the could be sent in within hours.

*****


Chapter Eleven

It was time to go inland, and we were up before dawn, ate a hearty breakfast, and on the beach by sunup.  It was a perfect day to begin an adventure.  In the east the sun came out of the sea like a giant fireball rising from the depths.  The mountain to the North seemed to bask in a cone of early light, all majestic and mysterious, like it was beckoning to us.  But it was shrouded in clouds looking both mysterious and foreboding. I looked around at my party and the effect seemed to be universal, and the bevy of exotic women all standing around, only added to the elation of the morning.

Zia hadn’t exaggerated. His Balinese porters were beautiful and every one of them proudly sporting their alluring bare brown breasts.  There were ten women and two men among the Balinese, I had hired them all.  I had no idea how my manpower needs were going to play out, so I went for overkill.  Better to have more labor, than less, when a job needs doing.

I’d seen Balinese women carry goods on their heads, but just in passing.  To see them pack their loads into a tower, then lift them onto their heads was remarkable.  Those gals would stand up pretty as a picture, smiles on their faces, with the stuff on their heads extending another four or five feet into the air.  Then they’d start walking without ever tipping their loads.  I was amazed at their skill, as well as their beauty.

They were every man’s exotic dream.  Tall and lovely, with those magnificent bare breasts proudly sticking straight out for the whole world to see.  I knew they were walking, talking trouble.  It was a certainty that some of the men in the group weren’t going to be able to keep their hands to themselves. Good manpower is hard to find in the South Pacific and I suspected that some of the men Gerard hired were just one step above the local pirates.  I’m not blaming Gerard.  Knowing him he found the best he could.  But this party was thrown together at the last minute and in that situation, you take what you can find and pray that you can manage the inevitable conflicts.

There was a well-used cattle trail into the interior.  According to the locals it was where the witch doctor took the cattle and goats a few times a year.  My intelligence gathering told me that the last delivery had been months ago and the next one was overdue.  I wondered what he was going to do if the cattle showed up and my people were crawling all over his mountain?

The trail was somewhat overgrown but passable.  The jungle doesn’t leave much untouched for long.  The locals used it as access to the interior also, but the trail they needed was much narrower.  I hate following someone else’s track.  It can encourage ambushes and it’s a perfect place to plant mines and other anti-personnel surprises.

I would have also dearly loved to have flankers out on both sides of the trail, but the jungle was just too thick.  They’d be hacking all day and never be able to keep up with the main party.  So, I settled for two point men well in advance of the main force.  Some force? We had almost as many women as men, and the men were untested in battle.  But I did have an ace or two up my sleeve, so we pressed on.

I had taken the precaution of sending Zia and his four scouts up the trail after dark last night, to watch for anyone planting any booby traps, and to scout the first few miles again at first light.  They slept in the brush the whole night, but nothing human was stirring.

We had a jeep, a halftracks, and three deuce and a half trucks.  They were all war surplus but had considerable renovation and were in pretty good health. However, the trail was too narrow in places for any of them.  For now, they were bringing up the rear and the plan was to have the mercs work on widening the road where needed.  That extra transport capacity would be invaluable later in the operations.  Nobody wanted to carry a three-hundred-pound living breathing dragon down off this hill!

We had four motorcycles that had been outfitted for trail service.  I was sorely tempted to ride one, but I stuck them in the rear too.  Forging ahead in an unknown situation can be deadly.  I thought we should go slow and figure out what we were up against before we went zooming around like teenagers.

The day had started overcast.  I thought we were in for a walk in the rain.  Spend enough time in the tropics and you learn that the wet is often better than the heat.  You’re still hot, just not roasting.  But the clouds moved on and it turned out to be a sweltering day. 

I didn’t push it and set an easy pace. With the thermometer hanging around 101, it didn’t take much effort to work up a sweat.  This was our first day out, no point in exhausting my party right out of the gate.  I might need their strength later on.

About ten miles in, the trail changed.  The country was flat for a spell, its gray-red soil covered with grasses, small scrubs, and a random scattering of trees.  None of them are terribly large.  Twelve, fifteen feet at the most.  It was the kind of terrain you pray for when an enemy is around.  Plenty of visibility.  A difficult place to set an ambush.

Jenna came up beside me, she’d been snapping some pictures of the Balinese bearers and I couldn’t help wondering how she’d look, naked to the waist.

“What?” she said. Responding to my expression.  I worried about my thoughts showing on my face as I looked at her.  My eyes dipped to take in her healthy chest.

“Nothing,” I smiled.

“Got some great pictures of the Balinese women.  Aren’t they magnificent?” she declared. 

“That’s the word for them,” I replied.

Then she cocked her head and said, “You men are all alike,” with a little disgust in her voice.  “Boys that never grow up!”

“I can’t help being a male,” I pleaded.

“I guess not!” she laughed.  “I’d never have the courage to do that.”

“They come from a different culture,” I offered.  Wishing that she would give it a try and hoping it didn’t show on my face.

About mid-day, the slope got gradually steeper, and the undergrowth thickened up.  We were moving into much denser jungle and with it, a greatly reduced visibility.  Zia and Toliver were out front.  Well-spaced and taking turns running point.

But they completely missed the witch doctor and two of his buddies.  Shortly after the noon break, a little man stepped out of some dense brush and stood in front of me.  He was only about five foot four or five and his face was hidden behind a fearsome-looking wooden mask.  The thing was huge for his thin wiry frame.  Hung around his neck, and draping down his bare stomach, was a long necklace of animal claws. 

The facial features on the mask were all twisted and perverted, like images out of a distorted dream. He held a six-and-a-half-foot staff with a human skull on top of it.  It was decorated with some colored lines and streamers made of feathers and animal hides.  A couple of shiny rocks had been fitted into the eye sockets of the mask.  He had a habit of rotating the shaft with his hand so that the crystalline eyes seemed to be staring at each of the people around him.  He leaned the skull toward me when he shifted the rock-eyes back to me like they were selecting me personally.  Then he shook it and it rattled with a deep resonance.  It was quite a show.

Two much larger natives stepped out of the jungle and stood just behind him.  One was my size, tall and solidly built.  The other was damn near as big as Tate.  They both had lots of colorful body art, and were naked from the waist up, with complex tattoo patterns on their faces as well.  Each had a headdress of feathers and multi-colored cloth, and both had a traditional Dayak battle sword.  The grips were hooked like a bird’s beak and intricately carved.  A long braid of hair stuck out of each pommel.  The blades had a slight curve and were wider at the tip end.  The muscle guys didn’t threaten.  They just stood there sullenly, like two bookends on either side of the little man in the mask.

I had been expecting something like this, but I was irritated that Zia and even Toliver hadn't spotted these clowns lounging in the brush.  In their defense, the vegetation along that stretch was as thick as I’d ever seen.

Zia had found some Balinese bearers who had started out with the Collins rescue party, but they had turned back when the witch doctor came.  Whatever face-off was coming, I couldn’t let him win.  Not unless I wanted to carry my own stuff.

Jenna had been walking near me, taking pictures of every animal that scampered back into the jungle.  When she saw the witch doctor and his sidekicks, she went down to one knee and started snapping pictures like mad.  Click, Click, Click.  I put a hand on her shoulder and pushed her back behind me.  She obeyed but kept peaking around me, camera ready.

The witch doctor did a dance and chanted some shit, while intermittently pointing his staff at me.  The rest of my party either backed away or crowded in together behind me to see the show.  The little guy had a pretty good act, and he shook his staff threateningly like he was laying some serious curses on each of us personally.  When he got done, he just stood in my path, glaring at me through his mask, and shaking his staff, like he owned the whole fucking island.   

I heard Jenna click off a few new pictures, but I was tired of his show.  I chanced a quick glance to make sure Jenna was not in the path of any ejected shells, then lifted the barrel of my Thompson and pulled the trigger.  I fired a seven-shot burst.  The Thompson jerked up and to the left, but I compensated.  The skull decoration flew apart in a cloud of splinters, leaving the witch doctor shaking an empty stick.

His two guards drew their swords and swung their blades menacingly.  It was an impressive display but was probably just part of their daily kata.  Toliver and Zia came up behind them and while the guy was still doing his swordsmanship demonstration, Toliver cracked him over the skull with the butt of his Thompson.   The big guy sagged to his knees, swayed a moment, and landed face down.  The other Gerard dropped his sword and raised his hands in complete surrender. 

I carried a sword also, long story, so I drew my katana and motioned for him to pick up his blade.   He grinned at me, then we went at it.

He was a little bigger than I was, and he had a lot more power behind his swings.  But there is no better sword in the world than those old feudal Japanese katanas. They’re extremely strong, light, and sharp as a razor.

Mine was a true relic from the old days.  It was a gift from a friend/enemy.  He’d been the last of his line, and he committed seppuku on the bow of the Vassar.  Tate and I were witnesses to his ritual suicide.  Bequeathing me his swords was one of his last acts before his head rolled down my deck.  (Events from “Treasure of Shark Reef”)

The big guy and I faced each other, and we did the eye-to-eye thing.  He looked pretty sure of himself.  I’m sure he was the local badass.  Sword champion of a tiny island.  Not an accolade to bet your life on.  His first move was a feint, and I didn’t bite.  Then he shifted his weight and came in low.  I parried and countered and struck again.  Now he didn’t look so certain of the outcome.  I backed off and let him come at me again.  It was a clumsy attack; he was getting nervous and wanted it over. I blocked, then sliced open most of his forearm.

It was a nasty wound.  He dropped his sword and took a step back, blood gushing out of his arm.  I flicked the katana up toward his neck, stopping it half an inch from his throat. A real Samurai would have closed in and taken his head off, but I’m not a Samurai and I didn’t want to kill anyone. He froze, afraid to move.  His forearm was pouring blood and he gave it a quick glance before locking eyes with me.   They were filled with fear.   I tilted my head a couple of times toward the left side of the trail as a gesture for him to scat.  He disappeared into the dense jungle holding his arm and leaving a blood trail.

I turned to his buddy who had struggled to his feet and watched most of the swordplay.  Toliver offered him his blade and I stood ready for challenger number two, but the second guard wanted none of it.  He also fled into the jungle, leaving Toliver holding his sword.-.  The witch doctor was the only one left.  I’ll give it to the little guy, he was a nervy shit, and he stood his ground. 

I flicked the katana around in his direction for a few seconds.  The speed surprised him, and then I stuck the tip into his wooden mask.  The edge was jammed right between the eye holes, and I pressed the blade into the wood until it had a good bite.  He was lucky he made it out of mahogany because if it had split, that blade would have cleaved his head in half.  Then I pushed hard, and he sprawled on the trail.  He just lay there helpless for a minute, looking at me in defiance, cursing in some dialect that I didn’t understand, and shaking his half-staff at me. 

“Get!” I warned and as he turned, I swung the katana one last time and hit him in the ass with the broad part of the blade. The blow made him stumble, but he didn’t go down.  He was last seen scrambling into the jungle after his buddies. 

“You’ve been practicing,” accused Toliver.

“Least I could do for Wassagi,” I replied.

“You’re way too sentimental for this game.  You don’t owe Wassagi anything,” insisted Toliver.

“Whatever,” I said.  “In either case. I’ve been practicing.”

Then I turned to Jenna.  “Get any good pictures,” I asked.

“Yes.  Lots” she replied.  “Lots.  Hanging around with you could be a career all by itself,” she teased.

That little dustup was trivial to Toliver, Jenna, Lexxi, me, and maybe some of the mercs.  But it was essential theater for Zia and most of the rest of the party.  The witch doctor had challenged me and summoned his magic.  I had countered with a little juju of my own and he had fled in shame.  He would not forget that. 

I had made an enemy today.  Not that he wasn’t already an enemy, but now he had to best me if he was to save face.  I had shamed him not only in the eyes of my party but also in those of his village.  The guards would tell their story about the white devil with the thin swift sword and how the witch doctor had run for his life.

We hadn’t seen the last of this character.  Toliver thought I should have just killed him, and he was probably right.  Zia was glad that I didn’t.  It’s bad luck to kill a witch doctor, just like it used to be to kill a priest.  Seems that’s a common means of self-preservation among holy men, no matter the culture.

Maybe Toliver was right.  It would have been a short-term expedient.  But whatever was happening on this island, it was more than one scrawny little medicine man.  Someone was pulling his strings and killing him would not have brought me any closer to solving the mystery.

*****

We pressed on and in a few more miles, the drums and the rattles started.  One minute the jungle was full of its normal noise, chattering monkeys, birds chirping, and other tree dwellers scampering about us in the trees.  The next, there was the constant beat of the drums accompanied by rattling.  My bearers were looking around and getting nervous.  Zia had been covering the rear since the witch doctor incident.   He was there to keep up the pace and turn back anyone trying to desert.  I was glad he was there because our bearers and even some of our mercs were getting anxious. I took special note of the behavior of each of the mercs, I needed to know which ones I could count on.  This witch doctor shit was a good test of nerve and I kinda wished that I’d thought of something like it.

The sounds followed us along on both sides of the trail.  Finally, I cut loose with a burst from the Thompson right into the jungle, point blank.  I heard some shouts and rustling in the brush.  I jammed in a fresh clip as I turned and emptied one into the other side.  The noise stopped and we moved on.  In less than a mile, the normal jungle noise had returned.

A couple of miles later Toliver came down the trail and suggested that we halt.  So, I ordered a rest in place.  A few minutes later, Zia came up from the rear to see why we stopped. 

“Jack, I think you better see this,” advised Toliver.  “Jenna, you might want some pictures, but I warn you.  It’s a little ghastly,” he added, looking at Jenna.

“I want to come,” declared Lexxi.

I turned to Zia, “Please keep everyone else here,” then I followed Toliver.  Jenna had her camera out and ready at every step.  We’d covered about sixty yards and there they were.  A string of heads.  Some were shrunken.  Grotesque little things, but some were just skulls.  They were on poles and hanging from low tree limbs.

The familiar sound of Jenna’s camera clicking started the moment the shrunken heads came into sight.  They were around a bend in the trail.  All of sudden there they were blocking our path, not more than ten feet away.  A real shocker for anyone subject to visual intimidation of this type. 

Lexxi let out a wail.  She was absolutely certain that what was left of her father was hanging from a tree.  I’d never met her father, but I didn’t see how anyone could identify someone from the distorted features of those little heads, or from the shape of a skull.  Those heads could have been anyone and a Caucasian skull looks exactly like the skull of a black or brown person.  Well almost exactly.  Some professor somewhere probably knows the difference, but I sure didn’t, and neither did Lexxi.

Lexxi was sobbing and inspecting the shrunken heads.  Toliver pulled her away and she buried her face in his chest as his giant arms swallowed her in a tender embrace.

“Jenna, do you have enough pictures?” I asked.

“Yes.  They’re fantastic,” she replied, then she looked at Lexxi with regret on her face. 

“Then let’s get them down,” I ordered.

“I’m sorry Lexxi.  I didn’t mean it that way,” Jenna declared.

Lexxi just waved her hand meekly.  She was still smothered in Toliver’s bear hug.

I tossed a couple of skulls in the jungle, then thought better of that. 

“Which one do you think is your father?” I asked Lexxi.

Lexxi pushed off from Toliver and they exchanged a glance.  Then she inspected the heads. 

“That one,” she pointed, and I took it down and carefully stored it away in my pack. 

“I’ll make sure it’s saved for you,” I assured.

“Thank you” she responded in sobs.

“Toliver.  Help me get rid of these.  I don’t want our bearers to see them,” I urged.

*****


Chapter Twelve
 

An hour later we stopped for the night.  It was a nice wide clearing with a waterfall at one end.  It was mid-afternoon.  We had plenty of light left, but I wanted to make it an easy day and give everyone a chance to rest.  We had come just short of fifteen miles by my reckoning.

The bearers set up camp, while Toliver, Zia, and I did some scouting of the local underbrush.  We were a little short on supplies and mercs, most of them were still trying to bring up the trucks.  Lexxi and two of the mercs stayed in camp as a protection detail.

Slim had done some overflights during the day, and he’d charted our progress on his grid map.  He confirmed my estimate of our position.   We didn’t all have radios, but everyone in the party had a signal mirror.  If there was trouble all they had to do was flash some prearranged signals toward the sky.  Besides our main radio, we had eight SCR-536s.  The GIs called them Walkie-Talkies.  They had limited range and the curvature of the mountain would block the signal, but the Cat could receive if the plane was in line of sight.

Zia took a team clockwise around the mountain and Toliver went the other direction.  They both covered about three miles, then doubled back, by going upslope about a quarter mile further toward the mountain top, then reversing direction.  Neither saw any sign of the previous explorations, nor any Komodo Dragons.  I took one of the mercs and explored a few miles ahead.  Jenna wanted to tag along, but I made her stay behind.  I figured she had enough pictures for one day and I promised that if I saw anything interesting that I’d come get her.

The terrain was changing slightly.  We were going up and the grass was thicker, expanses of bare gray volcanic soil were less frequent, and the trees were fuller and thicker.  That little stretch of jungle was behind us, and we were in open grassland, but we were seeing frequent clumps of thick foliage.  But the merc and I came up with Butkus and were back in camp a little late for dinner.

Toliver and Zia had the same luck, none. 

“Toliver, you had dinner yet?”

“I had my first helping’, he replied

“Zia, you eat,” I asked.

“Yeah Boss.”

“Those trucks aren’t getting her tonight.  They’re gonna have to camp where they are,” I opined.  “I don’t trust the mercs not to get spooked during the night.”

“Neither do I,” agreed Toliver

“Zia looks like you’re up,” I declared.  “Take your guys back and sit on that bunch for the night.  Use two of the motorcycles and take them some dinner. Come back up in the morning.”

Zia didn’t move, he just looked at me and I knew that look.

“Now don’t give me that shit.   That witch doctor is full of tricks.  He could spook those boys in a New York minute.  Then where would we be?  I know you’re planning on getting cozy with one of those Balinese honeys you hired.  Probably got her all picked out, but tonight’s not the night,” I advised.

“I know,” Zia responded and turned to collect his men.

“Tell you what,” I called after him and when he turned, I said, “If any of those lovelies ask where you are tonight, I’ll point her out the moment you get back.”

Zia turned back to find his men and muttered a word that I’ve never learned to pronounce correctly.   It meant “flaming asshole” in his native dialect.

As I reflected on the results of the first day they were definitely mixed.  It was a balmy night, around seventy degrees and there was a light breeze.  Almost a whisper.  We’d come fifteen miles inland, but we were still in the lowlands.  I carried a pressure gauge to measure atmospheric pressure and we hadn’t gained much in elevation.   Without a reference to the pressure at sea level, it wasn’t a hundred percent accurate, but I guessed that we couldn’t be more than five hundred feet up.  I’d know for certain in the morning.  Slim had instructions to radio me the sea level pressure every morning so I could adjust my gauge.

I scared the witch doctor off and we pushed right past his ghost fence of the heads, but he’d be back.  I could feel it in my gut.  He was a game little man and had too much to lose.  The only thing he possessed was the fear and awe of his people.  I’d seen a dozen guys like him.  Without his precious prestige, he was nothing.  He wouldn’t give it up easily.

But the more I thought about the incident the less sure I was about letting him off so easily.  People had disappeared on this island without a trace.  That almost certainly meant murder and that grizzled little shit either knew something about that or had been a major player himself.  That goes a lot further than simple pranks.

At the very least he was an accomplice to multiple murders.  I should have pursued the advantage to extract more information when I had it.  Toliver or Zia would have loved to have a personal chat with the little shaman and show him some of their own juju.  But instead, like a fool, I played his game pretty much by his rules.  I vowed not to make that mistake again.

I hunted up Lexxi and asked her opinion on the dragons.  We should have seen some by now.  She was still upset about her father’s head and wanted to see it.  I took her to my tent and let her hold the head as much as she wanted. 

She studied it a long, long time and then said, “Maybe it’s not him?”

Then she turned to me.  “You’ve been distant since you got here.”

“There’s been a lot to do,” I protested.

“You know what I mean. I saw that woman go into your cabin.”

“She’s an old friend.”

“Do friends stay all night?”

“Sometimes,” I said.  “We were lovers once.”

“How does Gerard feel about that?” She replied.

“He’s French, who can understand how they feel about anything.  Besides, I would have shooed her away if you hadn’t been in his bed,” I shot back and immediately regretted the comment.  It was a stone I should have left unturned.

“It was just twice.  He was charming and I’d never been with a Frenchman.  I wanted to see what all the fuss was about,” she confessed, there was no shame in her voice.

“And?” I coached.

“I don’t fuck and tell.  But he was very inventive orally.  That’s all I’ll say.”

“I would have expected nothing less,” I quipped.

“You didn’t enjoy his wife?”

“I always enjoy his wife.  But that would have been best left in the past.”

“Because he’s your friend?” Lexxi asked.

“Yes! Because he’s my friend,” I agreed.

“But he doesn’t care.  As you said.  He’s French.”

“But I’m not, and I’m not a hundred percent convinced that he doesn’t care.  Accepting the world, the way it is, doesn’t necessarily mean that you don’t wish it was different.”

“Jack Straw!  How conventional of you.  I never would have guessed,” she jibbed, and I couldn’t tell if she was teasing me or not.

Then there was an awkward pause between us, and she gave me that same look she had given me that first night on the Vassar.   The one that said she didn’t quite understand me.   Then she moved toward me and stopped.  Lexxi could tell I was not receptive, and she turned to go, but stopped at the tent flap, and looked back at me. 

“It’s Jenna, isn’t it?  I can tell by the way you two look at one another.”

“Nothing’s happened between Jenna and me,” I assured.

“But you want it to.  I understand.  Good luck,” she offered and was gone.

Later we were all sitting around the campfire

“Does anyone have any ideas why we haven’t seen any dragons? We should have run across at least one or two today.   This is ideal country for them.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” answered Lexxi.  If they were introduced here.  They might be localized.  I don’t know enough about the history of this island to know for sure.  Where they’re naturally occurring here or introduced?  The Komodo is not a rapid spreader.  It can swim but is unlikely to swim from one island to the next.  The currents between these islands are a natural barrier. Why risk it unless you’re starving, which they were not.  There is plenty of food supply on the adjacent islands.”

“So, what does that tell us,” Toliver asked.

“It tells me that they were either never here naturally, or they were hunted out years ago. Well before the war.  If this Nazi scientist wanted to just study the dragons, then he could easily have gone to one of the islands where they are plentiful.  But he didn’t!  He came here and had dragons brought to him.  That was the only way for him to have total control over a breeding program.  If he tried that on the other islands, natural selection would interfere.  Some local dragon, probably a male, could easily have corrupted his results.”

“That’s a good point,” I said.  I hadn’t thought of that.

“So why no dragons?”

“That’s easy.  There hasn’t been time for them to populate the whole island.  It’s only been a few years and there are a lot of square miles for the dragons to spread out.  They’re very territorial.  They spend most of their lives within a few hundred yards of their birth site.  It takes a long time to fill up an island this size.”

“So, to sum this up, we need to go looking, because they might be rare?” I expressed.

“My guess is that when we find one, there’ll be others nearby.  And judging from the Nazi notebook, they’ll be bigger, faster, more aggressive than normal, and possibly smarter.”

“Fun,” exclaimed Toliver, his tone dripping with sarcasm.  “I should know by now that you always bring trouble, Captain Jack Straw.”

“I’ll drink to that,” said one of the mercs, raising a warm beer into the air, and everyone laughed.

Lexxi was sitting next to Toliver.  They had been getting pretty chummy and I wondered if there was a spark there.  He was hitting it pretty heavily tonight.  He was spiking his beer with Canadian whisky.  But he often does that, claims it gives it some punch!  I don’t worry about it much because he never seems to get impaired.  I noticed Lexxi lean in and whisper something in his ear.  Toliver had a perplexed look on his face for a moment, then turned to Lexxi and they exchanged looks.

“That didn’t take long,” I thought.  ‘Don’t judge Jack’, I told myself.  She’s a girl that doesn’t like to sleep alone.  ‘You’re a man with the same problem.’

A few minutes later, Toliver got to his feet and announced, “Well I think I’ve had enough.”  But then he swayed like he was drunk.  I gave him a look and we exchanged glances quickly.  I’d seen this act before. Toliver could drink gallons and not show a sign of it.   All of a sudden, he was leaning toward Lexxi and he put a hand on her shoulder to stabilize himself.  It was all play-acting.  A guy Toliver’s size would crush Lexxi if he actually put his weight on her.  He was in complete control. 

“Maybe you better help me to my tent,” he suggested.

They were last seen limping off toward Toliver’s abode.  Then I realized that was my tent too.  Knowing Tate, they’d be going at it half the night.  “Fuck!” Then I remembered Zia was with the trucks, and his bunk would be empty.

*****
 

Lexxi and Toliver stumbled toward Toliver’s tent, but Lexxi noticed he wasn’t really leaning against her.

“I hope you're not really drunk because I feel like fucking,” she announced in a low voice.

Suddenly she was swept off her feet.  The tent was about fifteen feet away and Toliver straightened without warning and held her between his two strong arms, like a groom crossing the threshold with his new bride.

“I knew it,” Lexxi teased.

“The thought of your beautiful body sobered me right up,” he claimed.

She squirmed in his arms to face him and threw her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply, passionately with her mouth open.  Toliver stopped walking for a moment, completely lost in the lust of their tongues.

When they broke their embrace Lexxi whispered, “I want you inside me.”

“Later,” responded Toliver as he carried her into the tent and deposited Lexxi on his cot.  She immediately reached for him, both hands clawing at his zipper and buckle.  Tate’s pants dropped to the ground along with his briefs and he stood naked from the waist down before her.

“Oh my God! You’re big all over,'' she exclaimed as both of her hands went to his cock.  Lexxi jacked him a few times then put her mouth on Tate’s monster.

Toliver pushed her back on the cot, and quickly pulled her pants down.  Then he ripped off her panties.

“Easy, I only have a few of those with me,” cautioned Lexxi.  The act had sent her into an even greater state of desire.

Toliver did not respond; he was busy kneeling between her legs.  He grabbed the backs of her thighs with two meaty hands and pulled her opening to his mouth.  Lexxi had a full growth of pubic hair, but Toliver’s tongue searched through the mat, then lapped her labia with a ferocity that Lexxi had seldom encountered.  Toliver was not a subtle man.  He went straight for his objective, and today, that meant giving the beautiful and desirable Lexxi a night of passion and wanton desire.  His tongue spread out, seeking the groove between her labia, then he slowly licked her softest tissue with a gentle pressure that made Lexxi Collins murmur and thrust her hips as she ground her womanhood into his face.  Tate met her pressure by inserting a tongue inside her and darting it in and out of her opening like a short, fat, wet cock.

Lexxi bucked and moaned and reached down and pressed his head tighter against her.  Tate moved his mouth a few inches and sucked her bud into his mouth.  Then licked it for a few strokes.  It was rigid and pulsing with blood.  It resisted his tongue and would not bend, but Lexxi screamed when he licked it.  This only encouraged him to move his tongue faster and Lexxi had to hold a pillow over her face to muffle her cries.

Then he inserted a fat finger, then two, and then three.  He licked and sucked on her clit while his fingers savaged her opening.  Three of Tate’s giant digits were fatter than any cock she had ever had and she spread her legs as wide as possible, begging him not to stop.  Stopping was the furthest thing from Tate’s mind and he ravaged her with his mouth and fingers for almost twenty minutes.  Toward the end, Lexxi was intermittently begging him to stop, and demanding that he never stop.  She lost count of how many times she came, but she reached a point where she thought she had no more orgasms left in her.

But then the cascade started.  It was one small micro cum after another with hardly any lull between them.  They just kept coming, one rolling up on her, just as the last one was fading.  Lexxi was in a constant state of jerking, throwing herself around, screaming into her pillow, of arching her body and pushing her mound toward Toliver.  Grinding into him, then trying to pull it away.  For a long while, longer than she could bear, the intensity of her pleasure hovered on the edge of unbearable, but exquisite pain. 

Finally, he let her go and she lay spread out and spent. She basked in his inspection her entire body as it quivered and writhed in a carnal fever. Legs open wide, arms stretched, breasts heaving, her vaginal area glistening with her juices.

“You’re an animal,” she accused, eventually finding her voice.

“So, I’ve been told,” he stood before her, his cock hanging limp.

“Did you cum?”

“No’

“Then come here,” she begged, stretching out her hands.  His cock sprang to life as she touched it and jacked it urgently. “I want you inside me,” she pleaded and squirmed her body to accentuate the point.

“No Problem,” he answered and came down on top of her.  She guided his stiffness to her opening. Then Tate gave a flex of his hips and Lexxi cried out again as he entered her.

*****

I had them up and moving shortly after first light.  As soon as the mercs were fed, I sent two back to relieve Zia and had him and his boys join the main party.   I might need them. 

It was cool in the morning, in the low seventies.  Perfect hiking weather and we were six more miles in well before mid-morning, but still no dragons.

The trail ran almost due north, which was straight up the mountain, and we were stopping every two or three miles to fan out and do some scouting to the east and west.   We found nothing, not even any dragons.  Toliver and Zia typically led a party each and I ranged forward to see what was ahead.  We managed to catch a glimpse of natives here and there, but they stayed far off.  We waved, but they didn’t wave back.  They were probably part of the witch doctor’s crew, but they could have been other locals that were just afraid to approach us.  We were an armed party moving through their country without permission.  I didn’t blame them for their caution.

However, I doubted those were just random encounters with shy, peaceful natives.  Something told me that the witch doctor was not a man to leave his neighbors unmolested.  If there were other tribes in the area, he would have some influence over them, if not complete domination.

By early afternoon we had nine more miles behind us, and I called a halt for lunch. I gave us two hours to rest and then pushed on.  The brush thickened considerably in the next few miles and the trail narrowed. We were down to single file.  Must have been tough running cattle through here.

I didn’t see how we were going to get the trucks, or even the jeep though here and I sent some mercs back to help guard the vehicles.  Then I radioed Slim to see if he could spot an alternate route for them.

A man couldn’t hide standing beside the trail, but crouching or laying, they would be completely hidden.  We slowed our march by half, and I told Zia and Toliver to take it slow and cautious. They both knew this was perfect cover for an ambush, but more than that, this was a tailor-made feeding ground for Komodo Dragons. 

The dragons like to lay in weight for their prey.  They’re not the fastest predators on the island, but once they get a piece of you, it’s usually all over.  If there were any around, they would love this ground.  They’d be lined up along the trail like GIs in a chow line.

Jenna was right behind me, and I told her to keep close on my tail and stay in the center of the trail.

“Why? Are we in danger?” she asked.

“No, just playing it safe.  I don’t want anything to happen to you,” I assured.

“Thank You.  That’s sweet,” she replied.

It was tough going, the ground had steepened considerably, and we were climbing.  By mid-afternoon, we had added another three miles to our progress and were standing at the edge of an empty clearing.  Big sucker with lots of grass and more than a few boulders.    There were some makeshift pens at one end and a goodly number of cow pies scattered around.  I guessed it was where they corralled the cattle. It was as good as any place to camp, so I called a halt to the march and the bearers set up a semi-permanent camp. 

I sent search parties out to scout the area and Zia and I walked the perimeter.  Jenna wanted to come along, but I told her no.  There were still too many unknowns.  Zia could spot a trail better than any man I ever knew, and I wanted to know where those cows went.  Did the lizard come into this clearing to feed?

That seemed highly unlikely.  Komodo’s are territorial and don’t wander far from where they were hatched.  It didn’t seem feasible that they all came down for dinner and behaved themselves while they were at it.

A more probable scenario was that the cattle were trailed one by one or in small groups to where the lizards were.  That made a lot more sense and if it was true, all we had to do was find a trail and follow it.  There should be a dragon at the other end.

Zia is a wonder in the wild.  He sees things that Toliver and I would miss by a mile.   A quarter of the way around the circumference of the clearing, he walked over and marked a trail.  I couldn’t see a fucking thing.  It looked the same as the brush on each side of it, but it wasn’t.  There was a trail there.  Not much of one, just a wisp.  But it was there, and Zia could follow it.

*****


Chapter Thirteen

Many of us on this expedition played a critical role.  Me, Gerard, Toliver, Slim.  But if there was one indispensable man on this expedition.  It might be Zia.  He knew the jungle and he knew the Japanese.  I was becoming more and more convinced that there were still Japanese on this island and if Spotts was right, they had a gold mine somewhere.  But where? 

Zia is a Dayak.  The majority ethnicity of the big island of Borneo.  A mountainous island full of steep slopes, thick jungles, wild rivers, and a thousand dangerous predators.  The Dayak were a self-sufficient people that lived off the land and had little need of anything beyond their mountain strongholds.  Many of them went their entire lives without seeing a white man or a motorized vehicle or an electronic device. 

Zia was born to a high-country hill tribe, deep in the mountains and as far from any sign of civilization as an Indonesian could get.  He was born where his father was born, and his father’s father, and his father’s father’s father, and so on, back to the dawn of time.   He was the second son of the village headman.  His brother was expected to take over someday if he was able. Nothing was guaranteed in the deep jungle.

Zia was ten years old the first time he saw a white man.  The Dutch missionaries came to his village and talked with his father.  They had five soldiers, a doctor, a minister, and several men from another Dayak tribe that were guides and porters.  They came up the river in wooden canoes.

Zia watched intently, his curiosity bursting, but he stayed hidden behind his mother’s skirts.  They talked to his father and the whole village flocked around.  The white men stayed for three days, and the doctor inspected everyone in the village and stuck Zia with a needle three times.  When they departed, the minister stayed behind. 

He was a big man, dressed in a white coat and pants. He was grossly overweight and constantly sweating, but he was a jolly man, and he had a kindness in him that attracted Zia.  Kindness was not part of Zia’s culture.  Obligation, duty, parental love, and tribal loyalty, but kindness to strangers and people that are different from you, just for kindness' sake.  That was something Zia had never seen.

The minister did a lot of talking and read from his black book endlessly.  Most of the villagers liked him.  He was congenial and easy to get along with and he was always helpful.  He spoke a version of Dayak and it did not take him long to pick up the dialect of Zia’s village. The only man in the village that did not like the missionary was the medicine man.

A few of the villagers converted to his Christianity.  But most did not. Zia listened to his lessons, but his belief in the old gods did not waiver.  Zia’s faith in the spirits of the mountains and the rivers and the jungle could not be shaken.  However, the big man taught him Dutch, and Zia was an eager student.  He liked languages and was a natural.  It was not long before he was as fluent as a little Dutch boy, well almost.

That’s when the man brought out his true magic.  He taught Zia to read.  Zia loved books and read voraciously.  The man had a travel chest full of books and Zia read them all.  The man proposed a bargain with Zia.  If Zia read his bible assignments, then he could also read from any of the other books. They played this game every day for several years until the man was recalled.  Zia was fifteen when he stood on the riverbank and waved goodbye to his mentor.  The man had left ten books and a bible for Zia, his special friend.

Zia’s penchant for languages was not restricted to Dutch.  He also had an ear for dialects and quickly picked up the language derivations of the surrounding tribes.  The missionaries were so impressed that they asked permission to have the boy travel with the doctors as an interpreter and his father agreed.  Zia spent several years periodically traveling the rivers of Borneo and even other islands of Indonesia.  He learned much from the other ministers, but he learned even more by watching and working with the doctors.

It wasn’t long after the Dutch doctors and ministers left, that the Japanese came.  At first, they were just a rumor.  Stories filtering in of a new conqueror.  Then the patrols began to pass near Zia’s village and Zia periodically saw Japanese patrol boats on the rivers.  A few times Zia saw armed reconnaissance groups penetrating his mountains in search of minerals and they cordoned off whole sections of forest to harvest teak, mahogany, and other hardwoods.

When the Dutch came, they could be authoritative and high-handed.  More than once Zia watched them burn a village, but they did it carefully and only to kill the rats that carried disease.  They made sure everyone was out of their houses and then fired the buildings of bamboo and straw.  Then they fired a trench they had dug around the village and filled it with gasoline or other flammable liquid.  The rats ran from the burning houses and into the trench.  Zia could see them swimming by the thousands and trying to climb out the opposite side.  Then the doctors fired the trench and all the rats burned and died shrieking.  But the people of the village were safe.  They had to rebuild, but the pandemic was over.

But when the Japanese came, they burned just to destroy, and they also killed and raped, leaving chaos behind them.  Zia’s father went to the water’s edge to welcome them in the traditional greeting.  They shot him dead.  It was Zia’s sixteenth birthday. Zia was out hunting with his brother.  When they returned, they found total devastation. Women weeping, many injured from being gang raped, and beaten, some lying dead naked, their warrior-husbands sprawled where they had fallen, houses burned, canoes smashed.  Their entire means of survival destroyed.

Zia and his brother joined a guerilla band dedicated to killing the Japanese.  They couldn’t drive the Japanese off of their island, but they could make death the penalty for entering their mountains.  Preferably, a slow, painful one.

For three years Zia lived in the jungle, killing every Japanese patrol they could find. When the Japanese made a base of operations near his mountains, Zia and his band attacked and destroyed it.  When the allies sent in Coastwatchers, Zia’s men helped them hide.  Then he learned enough Japanese to listen to their radio chatter and sneak up and eavesdrop on their Saki parties.  Then when the commandos dropped in by parachute to organize a resistance, Zia joined them as a guide and interpreter.

*****

We continued around the camp perimeter, staying well away from the edges, lest we find a Komodo or some other creature lurking in the underbrush.  It took us an hour to circle the camp and Zia marked at least a dozen trails for us to explore that I did not see.

There was nothing else to do but wait for Toliver’s, and the other team to return with a report.  So, I decided to take a seat in a camp chair and rested my bones.  Jenna pulled up a seat beside me. 

We were sitting there just enjoying the late afternoon and watching the workers put the finishing touches on our camp when I noticed a commotion.  Some of the women bearers were squawking like hens and Jenna and I went over to investigate the fuss.

One of the women had found an item and was trying to hide it.  Another woman was telling her to show me the item.  But the finder was afraid that I would take it and the women were divided among themselves whether the object belonged to me, the leader of the expedition, or the bearer who actually made the find.  I settled that argument right quick, by informing them that I had to see and examine everything found.  Further, that I would pay for anything I kept.

The item was a gold pocket watch, and I gave her a fifty-dollar bill. Greenbacks are highly sought after in this part of the world.   I opened the watch, and it had a picture of a woman in her forties, dressed formally.  The initials J. L. Clayborne were etched on the inside of the cover.  The name was vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place it exactly.  I called Lexxi over and showed her the watch.

“Dr. Clayborne, he was on the original expedition” she informed.  “We should take this to his wife.”

“Well, I didn’t find it.  It belongs to this woman.  I just gave her $50 bucks for it.”

“Isn’t she working for us?”

“The way this works is you can buy or destroy their loyalty right now, depending on what you do.  Buy this from her and the whole camp will be looking for evidence of either of the expeditions.  Confiscate it and they’ll never tell you of anything they find, and we need clues if we are going to get you some answers.”

The clearing was a good two hundred yards wide, and I had them pitch camp right smack in the middle.  I considered us in enemy territory, and I wanted as clear a line of sight, and field of fire, as possible.  If we had trouble, I wanted to see it coming and have plenty of time to make sure it never got to us.

This camp made me nervous.  We were obviously in the witch doctor’s domain, and we didn’t have our full strength in either manpower or weapons.  At least six of the mercs were still bringing those vehicles up and I wasn’t entirely sure just how much progress they had made today.  They had the jeep mounted with the thirty Cal machine gun and some of our heavier hardware was in the trucks. I could have sent someone back on a motorcycle to check on their progress, but I hesitated.  I didn’t feel safe just sending one, and two would leave us shorthanded if we ran into trouble. 

In my haste to move inland, I had repeated the mistake of hundreds of past military leaders and divided my forces.  I had no choice but to wait here for the rest of our party.  In addition, they had the lizard cages and there was no point in catching a dragon, without somewhere to hold it.  So, I decided to prioritize getting those trucks up to the clearing and put a smaller manpower allotment on reconnoitering the area.  Hopefully, by the time we were at full strength, I’d have enough useful information about how to proceed.

All signs indicated that this was the jumping-off point for whatever they did with the livestock.  There didn’t seem to be a major trail out of here, not one large enough to run a herd of cattle down.  Zia would have spotted that right away. Even I would have seen that. 

On the other hand, there was no evidence of local slaughter.  The only pattern of activity that fit the known facts was holding the herd in this clearing, then running the stock, one or two at a time, up to wherever the dragons were.  Assuming that they were feeding the dragons, for some reason.  For all I knew, the witch doctor and his cronies had a cattle business going and were selling beef to the tribes up in the hills.

I spotted Lexxi walking nearby and called to her.

“Why would they take the food up to the lizards one at a time?” I asked.

“To keep them in place, otherwise they would come to the food source and if this was it, they’d be in the brush all around this clearing,” she answered.

“Why would they want them to stay where they were?  Why would they care if they moved around?”

“The only reason I can think of is that they were there to keep people away. Maybe the local tribes, maybe visitors like my father and us,” she opined.

“So, they are guarding something?” I concluded.

“That’s my guess.”

If Lexxi was correct, it seemed that all we had to do was follow these trails until they led us to a dragon.  Once we located the lizards, Dr. Collin’s camp should not be far away.  It all sounded logical and easy.  Why did I think it wouldn’t be?

Toliver’s team came in a few minutes later and we still had plenty of light left. Like the other teams, they had nothing to report, but I had a job for him. 

“We have to get those trucks up here and I don’t trust those mercs not to run if the witch doctor makes a call.  He will probably focus on us, but he might find that small party a more tempting target,” declared.

“And you want me to go babysit them,” said Toliver, reading my mind.

“More than that, I want you to light a fire under their ass and get them up here with the rest of the weapons and supplies,” I replied.

“Contact Slim in the Cat first thing in the morning and see if he can spot you a better route up here,” I suggested. 

“Good idea,” agreed Toliver.

“Grab some trail food and a motorcycle and get your butt moving while you still have daylight.  Take a merc with you,” I instructed.

“Tell Lexxi she has a night off,” he declared.

“Will do,” I promised.

*****


Chapter Fourteen
 

It had been a long day and I loaded my plate in the chow line.  Then I spotted Lexi, Zia, Jenna, and some others eating in a group, so I joined them.  There was a question that had been gnawing at me.

Lexxi, “I’ve been wondering.  Why lizards?  Seems to me a bigger mammal would be more ferocious.”

“Like a tiger,” she asked.

“Yes.  They scare the hell out of me,” I assured them.  Turn a flock of tigers loose in the trenches and they’d clear them out right quick. 

“Tigers are territorial.  They have huge ranges and don’t like competition.  The stronger would soon run off the smaller cats and you’d have only one tiger left.  Besides, like many top predators, tigers control the number of their offspring to correspond to the food supply.”

“Dragons on the other hand are perfect.  They just keep breeding and if there are too many, they solve the problem by eating each other until the population gets thinned out.  They’re perfect for guard duty or to terrorize a battlefield.  They don’t range more than a few hundred yards from where they’re born.  All they had to do was put the eggs ready to hatch where they wanted them and wait,” Lexxi added.

“Besides, giant reptiles are the stuff of nightmares.  People are just naturally more afraid of dragons than Tigers,” Lexxi continued.

“Not me,” I assured.  “Tigers’ll do it every time.”

“You have a history with tigers?” teased Lexxi.

“I had a close encounter with one.  I can still feel his breath.”

“Well, that’s certainly too close!”

“You’re telling me.  I could look right down his throat,” I declared.

“Jesus.  No wonder they scare you.  You’ve got me intrigued.  Tell me the rest,” Lexxi pressed.

“I’d like to hear the tiger story too,” announced Jenna.

“Alright.  Alright,” I agreed.  Then I took a deep breath.  It wasn’t a story I really wanted to tell.

After a few minutes, Lexxi urged, “We’re waiting”.

“Yeah,” agreed Jenna.

I was drafted to do a secret mission for the same official that has a missing agent on this island.  Some very bad guys had a private anything-goes island in the Philippines.  It was a combination resort and distribution center for drugs and white slavery.  They were luring girls from all over the world and auctioning them off to the highest bidder.

“That’s terrible,” said Jenna.

“Every scum bag in south Asia was on their customer list. But they made the mistake of nabbing a senator’s daughter and that put them on the US authority's radar.  Long story short, I went in with a female agent and things went south.  We were pretending to be customers, but that didn’t last long.”

“There’s always a beautiful girl in Jack’s stories,” interrupted Zia.

“How beautiful was she,” teased Lexxi.  “As pretty as me or Jenna there?”

I looked at Jenna.   She was blushing and she avoided eye contact.  There was no way I was answering that question. 

“Do you guys want to hear this story or not?” I asked.

“We’re sorry,” claimed Lexxi.  “Please proceed.”

“As I said, we were blown and forced to bail in the middle of the night.  We spent a week to ten days in the jungle running from their goons and were doing a good job of tearing them up.  Finally, they got tired of our games and losing manpower.  They’d send a couple of guys to track us, and they didn’t come back.  But if they sent a platoon, they couldn’t find a sign of us.  Finally, they turned the tigers loose.”

“What does that mean,” asked Jenna. 

“Everything was for sale on that island.  They ran a first-class casino, had girls for rent or sale, exhibition fights to the death, and for an extra fee, the clientele could buy a tiger hunt with a guaranteed trophy for their wall.  They’d even stuff it for you.  As a consequence, they had tigers in cages, ready to be hunted.”

“What assholes!” declared Jenna.

“Anyway, they got frustrated and opened the cages and used beaters to drive all those tigers toward us.  We ended up on a tiny peninsula with a few dozen pissed-off, and very hungry tigers prowling around.  The further out on the peninsula, the denser the tigers got.  In the end, they were all over the fucking place and we climbed the tallest tree we could find.  A few of them climbed up there with us and we ended up on some very high, very thin limbs.”

“So, how’d you escape?” asked Jenna, she was hanging on every word.

“I didn't, we both got eaten by a tiger,” I answered.

“Are you shitting us,” exclaimed Lexxi while Jenna gave me a soft punch in the arm.

“Quit fucking around and tell them the finish,” Zia insisted.

“All right.  It’s not that dramatic.  The tigers were the drama.  After we climbed the tree, we used a mirror to send flash signals to a US Navy destroyer cruising offshore.  They sent in a squad of marines, plus threw a few shells in amongst the tigers.  Together we made more noise than the beaters, so the Tigers changed direction and turned back, and headed right into the guys that were herding them toward us.  There were a lot of screams and some pretty chewed-up bodies when we moved back inland.”

“That’s quite a tale,” observed Jenna.  “Glad you’re alright.”

“What happened to the pretty girl,” asked Zia.

I gave him a dirty look, then answered.  “She got away too.”

“****..

I took the first guard shift that night and spent a couple of hours walking the perimeter, then stopping to listen.  I could find nothing amiss.  I’d spent a thousand nights in the jungle, and this seemed like all the rest.

The drums started at midnight.  At first, they were off in the distance but grew louder.  The rate of increase in intensity was faster than a man could walk, so I figured they were trying to fake that. Playing faintly then progressively upping the volume. They wanted us to think they were getting closer.  But I didn’t buy it.  I think they were about thirty yards out into the brush and hadn’t moved.

I fired a burst from my Thompson.  Spraying the bullets over the heads of any would-be visitors.  It couldn’t have hurt anyone, just rained a few leaves and twigs down on them.  It didn’t stop the drums, but it woke up the camp

I convinced everyone to go back to sleep and about half an hour later the drums stopped.  About two o’clock they started again.  Same game, same sounds, same increasing intensity.  It took about ten minutes for the sounds to rouse most of the camp and they were all milling around outside their tents.  Everyone stood around and listened.  There was a lot of chatter in a couple of different dialects and Zia was moving among the crowd, trying to calm them.  Reassuring them that there was nothing to worry about.  Telling them that it was just drums.  Someone was just trying to scare us.

Well, it was working.  My first impulse was to charge into the brush and take a few heads of my own.  But that might be exactly what they wanted. Who knew what nasty surprises they had waiting for us in the dark?  I resolved that I wasn’t going to lose anyone tonight.   That I’d play this one smart.   No one was going to rush into that jungle in the dark and unprepared.

But I had to do something because the drums had done their job.  Fear was spreading through our camp.  If I didn’t stop it, come morning there’d be a mass exodus.  At first light, my people would be watching for their chance to slip away and run for home.  I couldn’t allow that.

Just like the first time, the drums stopped after about half an hour.  I gave Parker, a merc, command of the camp and put together a special patrol made up of myself, Zia, and two of his Dayaks.  We were all experienced jungle fighters, each armed with a sword or other large knife, a Thompson submachine gun, and a holstered sidearm. 

About fifteen minutes after the drums quit and everyone had turned in, we slipped into the jungle on opposite sides of the camp.  I had Zia with me, and the other two Dayaks formed a second-strike team.

Before we left, we had a brief discussion about deadly force.  I don’t like to kill natives.  After all, I am a guest in their territory.  They didn’t invite me to their island.   Self-defense is one thing, but murder is another.  If they’re in the act of trying to kill me or my party, then I figure that’s self-defense, and killing is justified because at that point, it’s either kill or be killed.

But when they’re only planning on doing you harm.  That’s a thornier problem in my book.  Toliver and Zia aren’t as nuanced about the question as I am.  Zia is a local and while he is well-read, he is still a savage at heart.  I don’t mean that in any condescending way.  We just come from different cultures.  One is not better or superior to the other.  We just take different approaches to some basic philosophical questions.

Zia was born into the jungle as much as in the jungle.  Life in the jungle is raw.  You kill for your supper, or you don’t eat.  Killing is part of life.  If other tribes encroach on your territory, they are threatening your food supply and the survival of your family.  You either fight or die.  Zia just had a more fundamental view of the world.  He didn’t grow up on the Hollywood philosophy that filled a thousand movie screens in the states.  The kind that warped young minds with their commercial views of right and wrong.

If you’re out to stop a future attack, no matter how certain you are that the attack will occur, that’s still not the same as facing an immediate threat.  I can see a distinction between imminent and immediate, but others feel different.  When to cross the line to lethal force is a question for philosophers and lawyers.  The facts were that a lot of people had disappeared in this jungle, and it staggered the imagination that it was just some Komodo dragons doing the killing, no matter how oversized.  There had to be human intervention and I had a lot of people to protect.  Right or wrong, that made my trigger finger itch as I slipped into the dark blanket of the night.

Near the equator, the days and nights are almost equal, and it gets dark early.  It’s not like the temperate zones where the length of the night varies with the seasons.  Six, six-thirty the sun goes down for about twelve hours. There is not that much variation.  That leaves a lot of time to talk or think or read if you have a good lamp and an even better mosquito net. 

Over the years Zia and I spent many evenings talking and tending the fire.  We came to understand each other, maybe even better than Toliver and me.  We confessed our dreams, shared our pain of lost loves, told tales of our exploits, revealed our fears, and argued the meaning of life and the follies of our beliefs.  Religion was a common topic.     

Growing up Zia’s religion was all around him.  His gods and spirits were ever present, and his ceremonies and sacrifices protected everything he loved from annihilation by both the Japanese and the jungle itself.  His legends were preposterous stories.  Fantastical tales conjured up by primitive people who knew little or nothing of the outside world.  Still, they were his, and despite his considerable education from the Dutch missionary, they were part of him.

But I had to hunt for my religious roots.  I was at church and bible study every Sunday morning, newly showered and in my best clothes, my teeth brushed, and my hair combed.  My Uncle saw to that, he’d promised my mother.  But the lessons didn’t take.  Oh, I learned the bible alright.  Studied it stem to stern, and I could quote it much better than the other kids.  I could even give the preacher a run for his money.  But I had doubts.  Not about God.  Not at first. 

My question was why me?  There were a little over two billion people on the planet; why was I one of the chosen?  The odds seemed pretty low that I had won the religion lottery.  Among the protestants alone there were Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Lutherans, and God only knew how many other variations.  Near as I could tell every third person, I knew was a catholic and if you spoke Spanish it was almost certain.  There were also some Mormons around and a sizable collection of Jews, and the number of their variations would make your head spin.  Taking into account the Muslims and Buddhists and Hindus and whatnot, it just didn’t seem likely that I was born into the premier religion.  I figured my odds were at least a thousand to one against. 

So, I did some reading on my own.  School and I didn’t get along, but I loved books.  The great philosophers all declared you couldn’t prove or disprove the existence of a deity and they’d been thinking about the problem for three thousand years.  But I thought I might be able to figure out the odds of me being in the right group.  If a man’s gonna pray, he wants to be doing it to the real God.   

I learned that unlike Zia, who was born to his religion, I wasn’t.  My ancestors were Vikings.  They believed in Valhalla, gods that argued and fought and fucked each other’s wives.  A real rowdy bunch and I learned that my fate was woven in golden threads by three spinners at the base of some world tree.  My people sailed cold, foggy seas, landed on rock-strewn coastlines, and took what they wanted, wherever they found it.

About a thousand years ago, they were “civilized” at sword point.  “Pray to the Christion God or die.”  The Roman Christ wasn’t from my culture.  I had an adopted religion.  No wonder it didn’t seem to fit.  No, I didn't embrace the myths of the Norsemen, but it brought me a cathartic relief to know their tales and legends and how they lived and died.  They were my blood and sometimes I could hear my ancestors calling, just like Zia could hear his. 

Zia and I worked our way about twenty yards into the jungle, then just hunkered down to wait.  The jungle at night is not a comforting place.  The overhead trees block out most of the light, even with a full moon.  The trees themselves cast long shadows that deepened the darkness.  So, you sit there, not being able to literally see your hand in front of your face and wait.  You can feel insects and small reptiles crawling over your body, but you don’t swat them or brush them off, because sound is your enemy and in the dark, motion is all you can see.  So, you remain very still, no matter what happens. 

You are blind to shapes, colors, shadows, and patterns.  The darkness robs you of all of the visual clues that you depend on in the daylight. Your night vision is better out of the corner of your eye, but in the deepest, darkest shadows it offers precious little improvement. At night, motion is what you notice first.   It appears as a ripple in the blackness.   Save sound, it's the only warning that keeps you alive, and sudden movements are the best giveaway of your position.  You sit and wait, and you don’t even twitch.  Just like a thousand other creatures of the jungle night are doing.

I didn’t look at my watch, but I’d bet it was four AM when the drums started.  They were punctual, someone on the other team had a watch.  I reached out slowly to let Zia know I was moving.  Quietly, methodically I rose from my prone position and crept toward the sound.   We had guessed well.  The sound was coming from only a few yards away.  Whoever was beating that drum, was right where I thought he’d be.  The deep bass tones drew us right to him, like a moth to a flame. 

We were close.  The sound was all around us and it masked any noise we made as we approached.  He had to be near.  Zia had one hand on his gun and one on my back, and he paused when I paused. I crouched and slowly panned around me.  It was as black as Jenna’s dark room. I couldn’t see a fucking thing.  Just vague shapes and shadows.  It was the motion that gave him away.  The rapid movement of his hands.  It came like a flicker in the darkness, a ripple of black, and I eased forward. 

I was inches from him.  So close I could smell him, and I was surprised he hadn’t sensed me.  He was too intent on beating his drum.  The butt of a Thompson submachine gun is made of good solid wood.  It makes an extremely effective club, and I suddenly swung it up and around.  It caught him in the side of his head, and he sprawled on the ground in front of me.  The drum landed off to one side.

He didn’t move a muscle; he was out cold.  I put my hand on his head, it was sticky with blood.  I didn’t know if he was dead or alive and I didn’t have time to find out.  Because he had backup, and he came out of the night with a vengeance.  I don’t know if he was too far away to properly protect the drummer, or if he had fallen asleep and was awakened by the commotion, but he rushed toward me firing as he came.  I caught the motion out of the corner of my eye and turned to the side to bring up my gun. 

The muzzle flash blinded me, but his first shot went wide.  I heard it smash into a tree just behind me and felt the splinters it threw off.  He didn’t get a chance to fire a second time, because the jungle burst into noise and light.   Zia had seen him before I did and fired a burst from his Thompson almost at point blank range.  The bullets ripped into the assailant, just inches from my body and he went down.  Killed instantly.

Zia and I dropped, froze, and listened.  The other drum had stopped.  The jungle was absolutely silent.  Its inhabitants knew that death had come, as it does a thousand times every night, and that all would be as it was before in just a few minutes.  All one had to do was wait patiently and silently.

Then we heard the sound of submachine guns opening up.  One quick burst, followed by sustained fire.  It sounded to me like Zia’s men were the better team.  The other drummers didn’t get off a shot.

We drug the bodies back and laid them out at the edge of the clearing.  The second team had three and had to make a second trip.  The drums had stopped, and the guards had done their jobs.  The camp went back to bed and hopefully slept with a little more confidence that they would be protected.

The native I slugged with the butt of my Thompson turned out to be alive.  I thought I had hit him too hard and that he was stone cold dead.  But he started to stir and moan, and Zia tied him up, while I went off to find the doc.  He wasn’t actually a doctor.  Just a navy corpsman turned marine.  But he was the closest thing we had to a doctor and the navy trains their medics well.  I was damn glad to have him along.

*****


Chapter Fifteen

I was wandering around camp, eating my breakfast on the move when I spotted Parker, one of the mercs, over by the bodies we had brought in last night.  I had just detailed Zia and his men to scout the area where the drummers were and see what they could find in the daylight.

“Morning,” I called.

“You’ve been busy.  I was just admiring your handiwork,” Parker advised, turning to greet me.  “Notice anything strange?”  He nodded his head toward one of the bodies.

“Like?”

“Like this one doesn’t look like a local” Parker put his boot under the body in front of him and flipped it face up.

I hadn’t seen it in the dark, but the skin color of the body was much lighter than the others. It also had different facial features.  It was more oriental in appearance.  Indonesia is a melting pot, with hundreds of different ethnic types and mixes, with colors ranging from black to off-white.  Some shades of brown being the most prevalent. The other bodies were a chocolate black-brown, but this one was much closer to white than even light brown and had oriental features.  The nose was broad like the others, but the eyes had some slant.

“No, it doesn’t,” I agreed.

“I think it's a Jap,” Parker postulated.

“What? Someone that joined the tribe during the war and just stayed?”

“Or the other way around,” he speculated.

“Meaning they took control of the village.  To what purpose?’

“To keep people from finding out what they were doing on this island.”

“Which is what? Breeding giant lizards like the Nazis?”

“Don’t know.  But something. Slave labor maybe?” guessed Parker.

So, we’ve got missing explorers, a Nazi scientist breeding super lizards, a witch doctor that wants us off this mountain in the worst way, and a Japanese soldier, if he was a soldier,” I mused.

“What kind of weapons did he have?” asked Parker.

“An M1 rifle and a Nambu seven-millimeter pistol.”

“An officer’s gun,” observed Parker. “So why the M1?”

“Extra firepower would be my guess,” I replied.

“No.  Why use an American rifle if you’re a Japanese soldier?  Why not an Arisaka?  It's a good rifle and he’d be familiar with it,” theorized Parker.

“Allied forces have been destroying every Japanese rifle they can find along with the ammunition.  But US rifles and cartridges are a dime a dozen.  Maybe they couldn’t get ammo for their own weapons”. But I was guessing, it was pure speculation.

“Who are they?” asked Parker.

“Whoever they are, do you think he knew the war was over?  There’s been more than one instance of lost units, still fighting.”

“If I'm gonna guess.  I’d say that he didn’t care,” opined Parker.

“Well,” I said.  “We got us a prisoner.  Let’s ask him a few questions.”

“Give him to me.  I’ll get it out of him,” offered Parker, putting his hand on the big Bowie knife on his belt.

“I got a better idea,” I replied.  “Go hunt me up Zia and the doc.  Tell the doc to bring his bag of tricks.  I think this situation calls for a little magic of our own.”

Zia arrived first, but we waited.  When Parker and the doc arrived, “Show him your knife,” I said to Parker, who was more than anxious to display his cutlery and his willingness to use it.

Then I told Zia to ask the prisoner if he wanted to be tortured or if we should use magic on him to make him talk.  Zia translated with a smile because he knew I was up to something.  The prisoner was terrified of the magic.  He opted for Parker’s knife, but I was making this call.

“Check his blood pressure Doc,” I requested, and the Doc wrapped the cuff around the man’s arm and started to pump it up.  The native’s eyes got really big and worried looking as the pressure increased.

“Ask him if he knows what that is?” I said to Zia.

“No” he doesn’t.

“Tell him it’s magic and we are measuring the evil in him.”

Zia rattled off something that I couldn’t understand, but the native just shook his head.  He was too terrified to talk.

“Now, tell him to point toward his village or I’ll shoot him dead,” I raised my Thompson so that he was looking straight down the barrel.

“You ready Doc?” I asked.

“Ready.”

The man raised his arm and pointed.

“How’s he doing Doc?”

“Readings are a little high,” the doc chimed in.

“Zia, tell him he’s lying,” I instructed.  “Tell him that this band is magic, and it knows when he lies.  Tell him the next time he lies that the band will blow his arm off.”  Zia smiled when he translated.  He was having fun.

“Pump it up again doc.  A notch or two higher this time, but leave some room to go higher,” I said to the Doc.

The Doc did as instructed and the band tightened again around the man’s arm.  His eyes were getting really big, and he was looking at the blood pressure cuff in horror.

Zia launched into a series of questions in a local dialect that turned out to be quite extensive.  I didn’t interrupt.  Zia knew what we needed to know.  This wasn’t his first rodeo.  As the man talked, Zia periodically had the cuff tightened by additional pressure.

“He’s told us all he’s going to tell us,” Zia said, “What now?”

“We’re not equipped for prisoners,” I replied.  “Suggestions?”

“Kill him,” Parker offered.

“Cut him loose.  If they think he talked, his own people will kill him.  He might not even go back to the village,” declared Zia.  “But if he does, he’ll tell them about our dark magic,” added Zia. 

“Cut him loose and tell him if he comes back, he’ll die painfully,” I ordered.

When we were done questioning the drummer, Zia showed him his bag of ears.  There were at least fifty of them, and they were much less than half of his collection.  The native seemed impressed in a terrified kind of way. He knew he was dealing with a man far more dangerous than the witch doctor.  He may not have a channel to the local gods, but Zia was a man that could take his life anytime he chose and hang his ear right next to all those Japanese soldiers.

We probably didn’t get the right information from the drummer because we didn’t know what questions to ask. But I was certain that if I sent Zia to question this man again, there would be no doubt that we would get the truth.

All we learned is that the witch doctor was calling the shots. The guy didn’t know if there was anyone higher. Parker had guessed wrong, he wasn’t Japanese.  He was born on this island and in that village, or so he claimed.  There must have been some oriental in the bloodline because he said his features were similar to other men and women in the village.   There were also real Japanese in his village. They had wives and children and were accepted in the village.  He heard that there were other Japanese on the island, but he didn’t know where they lived.  Parts of the island were taboo, and he was a religious man, so he obeyed the laws of the village and heeded the warnings of the witch doctor.

The only new information was the continued presence of the Japanese on the island.  Maybe they didn’t know the war was over.  Maybe they just liked life on this island, and they had settled in for the long haul.  Raising a family and growing old.  Or maybe they were involved in whatever was going on that we didn’t know about.  Not yet at least. 

*****

I had a real uneasy feeling that morning when I assigned the tasks for the day.  I frankly didn’t know exactly what to do.  Go about our business or go all-out combat and send out search and destroy patrols all over the mountain.  I finally decided to go down the middle and cross my fingers that I wasn’t putting too many of us at risk.

Zia would take his Dayaks and go find the witch doctor’s village.  I wanted to know where it was, and its strength as measured in both manpower and available weapons.  Before he left the camp area, I told him to take the heads and skulls we had saved from our first brush with the witch doctor and build a ghost fence across the trail home.   There had to be a few people in our party spooked to the core.  I wanted to give them a reason to turn back if they had the impulse to flee.

I had no doubt that Toliver was already lighting a fire under the truck drivers, but he needed more help.  I radioed Slim to help guide him to us and sent Parker, and another merc back on a motorcycle to give him a hand.    The rest of us broke up into two teams plus me.  I was going solo.  It wasn’t smart, but I just didn’t have enough men.  Two men would remain in camp as guards, the merc team would follow one of the many trails leading up the mountain from the clearing, and I would do the same.  I had the men pack a lunch and an emergency dinner, just in case.  That would allow us to continuously hit the trails without stopping back at camp. 

“We’ll mark the trails with ribbons like these,” I pulled out some strips of red cloth.  “Don’t go further than ten miles and be careful.  You could get ambushed or there could be booby traps, or you could run into lizards.  They don’t run in packs, but they do sometimes congregate, so be careful.”

“When you mark a trail with a ribbon, also make more natural marks in the grass or rocks, or the side of a tree.  It’s entirely possible that someone may move our ribbons around in an effort to confuse us.  But it’s less likely that they’ll spot the second mark.  So don’t make them too obvious,” I added.

“Don’t do the trails in order.  If someone is watching us, they’ll know which ones to sabotage next.  Pick the next one at random just to be safe.” I advised.

Then I turned to Zia.  “If you get back and we haven’t returned yet, just try an unmarked trail and get to scouting.”

“Will do,” replied Zia.

*****

The Komodo Dragon lay sprawled in the sand, his 360-pound body soaking in the life-sustaining heat of the sun.  His eyes were closed and except for his slow, shallow breathing, he appeared lifeless.  His reptilian brain and his ten-foot body were completely at rest, in a state of semi-consciousness.

The sun’s rays warmed him and sped his metabolism.  It had been an hour since he’d swallowed the wild pig and he had no desire to move from this wonderful spot.  A lesser lizard would have been somewhat on guard, but he was the top carnivore on his island.  There were a few big cats around, but they gave him a wide berth.  Why risk danger, with so much easy game around?  Then there were the men.  He seldom saw them and as long as he stayed near his lair, they didn’t bother him either, but that was the way of his kind.  He wasn’t, by nature, a wanderer.   

He had awoken hungry and left his lair in search of prey.  The water hole was an excellent place to hunt, and he had laid between the rocks a good twenty yards from the water’s edge.  He had been motionless for over three hours.

It had been cool the previous night and he was feeling sluggish.  The sun had warmed him, but as it arched through a third of the sky, the surrounding foliage had cast shadows and his body began to cool again.  Then he sensed the pig.  He hadn’t smelled it.  The animal had approached from downwind, but somehow, he knew.  Soon the low snorts and the sound of its snout rooting in the dirt were unmistakable.  But when the pig was visible, it was too far away for a quick lunge.

The animal stopped at the water’s edge, paused, and looked around.  Its gaze swept right over the motionless dragon but only noted a large, long rock.  Then it lowered its head and drank.  Ever so slowly, the Komodo inched forward.  His movements glacial, close to imperceptible.  His massive body almost flowing, his eyes locked on his prey, his coiled muscles ready to spring into action.

The pig raised its head, and the dragon froze in place.  Again, the pig made a visual sweep of the surroundings and saw nothing amiss.  Then it bowed its head again and continued to drink.

The dragon was ten feet away when the pig was alerted to its presence.  It quickly looked around, then suddenly bolted.  But it was too late.  The pig was quick, but the speed of the dragon was astounding.  Its huge bulk drove forward in a flash, its jaws wide open.  The pig never had a chance.

An hour later he stirred from his time in the sun, his long, forked tongue swayed and swirled as it tasted the air. An updraft carried the faint trace of humans, and their flavor was like the ones that came before.  Different from the men he had always known.  Different from the ones that left him alone.  That brought him cattle and goats, staked them out, and then left him to feed unmolested.  Those men were usually back behind him and a little upslope, but like before, these new men were downslope and much nearer.  Their presence made him anxious, and he shuffled off toward his lair.   He would have to be careful when he hunted them.  He did not want to be caught again.

*****
 

The trails running from the clearing turned out to be from three miles to ten miles long before they just faded away.    By early afternoon we had explored three trails and found almost nothing except a few piles of lizard shit.  My first trail was a dry run.  It went upslope about three and a half miles, then it petered out and turned into solid jungle.  I marked the entrance to the trail with a red ribbon, made a secret mark, and marked it on my crude map as a dead end.  My plan was to have three maps, one each for me, Toliver, and Zia.  Every night I would update the maps with the day’s findings.  Slim would be marking a forth after our twice a day contacts.

The second trail was longer, a good seven miles up and around the western slope of the mountain.  I didn’t find any sign of the expedition but saw some lizard spat.  They were definitely around, but I didn’t flush any out.  The brush was pretty thick in that direction and there were some hollowed-out holes where they like to make their liars, but no animals. 

At the end of each trail, I signaled Slim in the Cat, and he flew over the spot where I was flashing the mirror.  Then he gave me the grid readings and I marked them on my map.  I also wrote in my notebook, the exact numerical bearing Slim relayed from the radio direction scanner. At the end of the day, I planned to collect the numbers from each team and plot them all on the map. It actually turned out to be a fairly accurate and effective system.

When I got back to camp, the other team had returned, reported no sightings, but plenty of signs, and had then chosen another trail.  Zia was back mid-afternoon, waiting for me on my return from my third trail.  He gave me a report on the village.  The witch doctor didn’t seem to be there, but Zia and his men watched it for a few hours.  They seemed to be just going on with life.  Cooking, tanning hides, sewing, weaving a basket, tending the fire.  All normal stuff.  A couple of hunters brought in an antelope and the women made quick work of it.

The witch doctor's hut was well marked with skulls and designs and some scary face masks, but there was no sign of him.  Zia did say that the headcount of men seemed low.  Maybe they were all out hunting.  Maybe they were shadowing us or maybe there was something else going on.  Zia also said there was an awful lot of Japanese paraphernalia in the camp.  Cookware, rifles, jackets, swords, Arisaka bolt action rifles.  Could have been trophies from the war, but Zia noted that this village did not have near as many souvenirs, as they would have if they had resisted the Japanese.  He also noted a couple of children, ages five to seven, that looked Japanese, and there was also a Japanese-style bath house at one end of the village.

“Thanks’ Zia,” I said.  “I’m assuming that you can find that village anytime we need to.”


“No sweat Jack,” he replied. 

“Grab yourselves some grub, then pick a trial.  We need to know where they all go,” I ordered.

*****

Up the trail the big Komodo Dragon stirred, his long tongue flickered constantly, tasting the air.  The men were still twenty minutes away when he first caught their scent, and he immediately moved toward the tall grass where he liked to hide.  It was the hunters coming, not the feeders.  The ones who had put him in the cage.  He did not smell any other prey.  They were not bringing a cow or goat.  The men themselves would have to be his prey.  But he would be careful, not like before. 

He moved his great bulk through the grass in silence, only the ripple of the blade tops signaled his passing.  Then he found his spot, a small depression in the ground, close enough to the trail to make a successful strike at the trail, but far enough back to be completely hidden.  He lowered himself into it and the grass closed around him.  Then he rested and waited, as he had done a hundred times before.

*****

Zia had just turned away from me when the merc group came back carrying one of the mercs on a makeshift stretcher. 

“What happened,” I called as they came into the clearing.

“Lizard bite,” someone called back.  “We need the Doc.”

“Find me the Doc,” I said to Zia and then I rushed over, followed by half the camp.  I heard the clicks from Jenna’s camera as she came up beside me.

“Never saw it coming, Jack,” one of the mercs announced.  “Those fucking things are faster than I figured.”

“They’re nothing to fuck with,” I agreed

“That thing was laying in the brush beside the trail.  No one saw it.  It was perfectly camouflaged.  I was in the lead and walked right past it.  It didn’t strike until the third man.  I didn’t even know what was going on until Jeffords screamed.  It grabbed him around the torso and just shook the shit out of him.  I emptied a whole clip into it.  It didn’t go down until halfway through the second.  It had some kind of death spasm when it finally went down, and it thrashed that big tail around and tore a tree out by the roots.  We had to pry the body out of its mouth.”

“Jesus,” I heard someone say.

“What do you think Doc?” I asked.  The Doc had come up during the merc’s report and knelt over the man.

“Looks bad.  I don’t know yet. I have to get his wound cleaned.”

“You give him anything?” the Doc asked.

“One shot of morphine.  He was yelling his head off and hurting something fierce,” the big man responded.

“Get him into my tent,” the Doc ordered.

One of the mercs, his name was Cavaleri, turned to me “Sorry Jack, I was as careful as I know how to be.”

“Those things are fast.  That’s how they feed.  They seldom stalk their prey.  They prefer to just lay in wait.  Sometimes when you see them, it’s just plain too late,” I advised.

“How are your men?” I asked Cavaleri, he seemed to have taken charge.

“Pretty shaken up,” he replied.  They’re tough guys, but I don’t think they realized what they were signing onto.  They’re a little spooked.”

“Great,” I sighed.  “How big was it?”

“Big as I ever want to see.  Ten, twelve feet.  Scared me too.  Tough to kill.”

“You’d be crazy not to be scared,” I admitted.

“You want to see it?” he asked.  “It’s about five miles up the trail.”

“I guess I’d better.”

“Zia, why don’t you come along?” I called.

“I want to go,” claimed Jenna.

“Did you take a hard look at Jefferies?” I asked.

“Yes, it was ghastly.  But I still want to go,” she insisted.

“Well, grab your camera and stay close to me,” I demanded. 

“I have my camera right here,” she answered, holding up her bag.

“Of course, you do,” I mumbled.

“We’ll have to have an understanding,” I insisted. 

“OK,” she said, looking at me.

“When I say something out there.  You do it immediately, or your shooting days on this trip are over.  Clear?” I tried to use the most serious tone that I could muster.

“Clear,” she echoed, and I hoped she meant it.

It took us a little more than two hours to get to the site of the attack.  It was mostly uphill, and it was tiring.  The merc was right.  It was a big sucker.  A male as near as I could tell.  Eleven feet long from tip to tail.  I measured it.  Took three of us to pull it over on its back.  Had to be just shy of four hundred pounds.  Bigger than I’d ever seen.  But that’s what the Nazi was doing.  Making them bigger and obviously, more aggressive.

It got dark on the way back.  The sky clouded up and completely blocked the sun.  Big black nasty looking thunderheads and it looked like we were in for a storm.  I’d seen them building up earlier and I thought about waiting until morning, but I was afraid the body would be gone.  Dragged off by one of its buddies.  Yeah, they eat each other.  It was easier going back because we were going downslope, but the trail was a little treacherous.  Loose gravel, sparse grass, and scattered rocks.  Not the best footing.  The foliage was thick on both sides of the trial, and you could hear the rustling as critters moved through the brush.  Could have simply been a bird, but it could also be a snake or another monitor.  No way to tell and it was getting hard to see.  I could feel Jenna pressing up close behind me.

We had only gone a couple of miles when the column halted.  Zia was out in front, and he sent a runner back. 

“Tell Jenna to get up here quietly and bring her camera,” said the runner.

“I always have my camera,” answered Jenna.

I motioned her forward and we moved down the trail, camera ready.  I was right behind her, and the rest of the party stayed in place.

Toliver was waiting at a bend in the trail. 

“Be very quiet and do exactly what I tell you when I tell you,” he ordered.  “Get your camera up and follow me.”

“You have enough light for a picture?” I asked.

“Barely,” she replied.

Jenna crept noiselessly around the bend, moving slowly, cautiously.  Then she froze for a moment and completely forgot about her camera.  Laying lengthwise in the trail was an enormous python, thick as the trunk of a palm tree.  The rocks heat up during the day and it was soaking up the heat for the coming night.

Jenna snapped a few pictures then squatted to get a better shot of the head.  The snake reared, and I grabbed her by the waist, pulling her back. The camera clicked a few times while she was in the air.

“What?” she exclaimed, more than a little annoyed.

“You were too close. They are big, but not clumsy.  They can throw their bodies in a loop and catch prey like a cowboy ropes a steer.  They’re lightning quick. Look!” I replied, pointing toward the snake. 

It had coiled and drawn itself together.

“It’s magnificent,” Jenna exclaimed in a voice full of wonder.  Her camera clicking as she moved to a better angle, then closer.  I jerked her back again and the snake moved.  First toward us slightly, then it veered into the brush on the side of the trail.  It was gone in an instant, its patterned skin blending perfectly with the surrounding foliage.  I had a sense for a moment that the whole jungle was moving, but then we could only hear it slithering through the greenness of the jungle.  The plants barely moved as it passed.

“That was fantastic,” Jenna laughed.

“Well keep your camera ready.  There’ll be much more,” I promised.

“Can’t wait,” she declared.

*****


Chapter Sixteen

It was early afternoon when we got back to camp, and the sun was shining as bright as ever. That squall line just blew right past.  Someone was going to catch hell, but it wouldn’t be us.  Not today. 

The first thing I did was check on our bite patient.  There was no change and no good news.  I talked it over with the Doc and there really wasn’t much we could do about the bite.  I thought about sending him down the mountain to the ship, even having Slim fly him to a hospital somewhere.  But the Doc said he was doing pretty much all that could be done.  He had cleaned the wound and sprinkled sulfur powder everywhere.  He’d keep it clean and dry, and we had plenty of sulfur if it was needed.  The only other thing to do was wait. The man inside had to keep the man outside alive until his body could heal and fight off whatever infection was growing in those wounds.  It was that simple and no hospital could change that.

Then I headed for my tent to plot the day’s findings on a map I’d been working on that summarized our searches.  I was sitting on my cot marking the entries when Jenna stuck her head into my tent. She was smiling that Jenna smile of hers and had her head cocked so that her long auburn hair hung straight down from her face. She looked lovely as always.

“Someone told me this is our permanent camp,” she noted.

“Quasi-permanent.  It’ll do until something better comes up,” I replied.

“Well then, I need someplace cool to store my film.  It goes quick in this heat,” she announced.

“I think I have just the solution for you.  Do you have a watertight container?”

“Yes,”

“Well stick your film in it and I’ll show you where to store it,” I promised.

Jenna was back in a jiffy, and I led her to a trail behind the campsite.  It was narrow and crooked and steep at many points, but we were at the end in less than half a mile.  Suddenly the trail opened into a small clearing. 

I turned to Jenna.  “You have to promise me never to try and retrieve your film by yourself.  I don’t want you this far from camp by yourself.  You need to get to your film storage, you bring me or Toliver or Zia along with you,” I demanded. “Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Jenna promised.

On the far side, the rock cliff spiraled radically skyward in a shear wall hundreds of feet high.  Lush green jungle vines clung to the vertical sides, which oozed moisture that glistened in the sunlight.  In the center of the spirals was a waterfall, tall and stark. I should probably say five waterfalls because there were separate chutes of cascading water.   They weren’t the usual muddy brown that you often find in tropical streams.  These had been filtered in the mountain aquifer and sprang right out of the rocks.  Wide columns of crystal-clear water plunging and crashing onto black volcanic rocks far below.  Each throwing up a cooling mist that filled the clearing and creating a rainbow that arched permanently between the steep rock face.

“It’s incredible,” cooed Jenna.  “How did you find it?”

“Just came across it.  I was saving it for a special moment with you, but you needed it sooner.  Put your film right there in the shallow pool, and it’ll stay relatively cool until you need it,” I advised.

“I love it!  You were planning on seducing me here?” she teased, turning to lock eyes with me. Her amber eyes sparkled in the sunlight.  There was a vitality to this woman that grabbed hold of me and drew me to her.  It was like she had an invisible tether that wouldn’t let me get too far away.

“Not exactly seducing,” I countered, sheepishly.

“You’re cute when you’re embarrassed,” she opined. “I think it’s sweet.”

I didn’t say anything.  Just stood there blushing.  Jack Straw, a lover in every port, and this innocent creature ties my tongue.  What the fuck was happening to me?

“Can I take a bath?  Is it safe?” Jenna asked.

“Yes, I’ve been in the pool and didn’t see any danger.  I’ll stand guard just in case,” I offered.

“You won’t peek?” she taunted.

“No,” I promised.

“Pinky swear?” she demanded.  Her voice was soft and playful.  She held up her little finger and wagged it at me.

“Pinky swear,” I assured, and we locked little fingers for a moment.  Her eyes were alive with mischief.

I turned my back like a gentleman and Jenna disrobed and stepped into the smallest of the waterfalls.  “Oh God, it’s cool,” she exclaimed.

I half turned in response.

“Hey, you’re peeking,” she accused.

“Sorry.  I couldn’t help it,” I claimed defensively.

“That’s OK.  I like it when you look at me,” she admitted.  Her tone was demure and tentative.  She avoided my eyes as I turned and took in her naked beauty.

She didn’t cover herself.  Just let me stare.  She was breathtaking, her body was perfection.  My eyes roamed over her every curve. Both lust and a gentle wonder coursed through me.  Her nipples hardened while I looked and her face colored just a little, but she didn’t hide herself.  I felt my pants filling up and wondered if she would notice.

“I’m not trying to tease you,” she declared.  “I’m really not very experienced with men.  I’m not ready to do anything about it, but I do like you Jack and it excites me that you look at me.  I’ve been wanting to show myself to you, but I’m very shy.  Can we just do this?  Nothing else?” she asked.

“Yes, we can do this,” I vowed and sat down and watched her bathe her marvelous body. 

She had a small frame.  Slight, but sturdy, and a pair of D-sized tits that were lush and full and swayed provocatively.  Her nipples were hard and looked like they might burst.  I wanted so much to reach out and touch them.  Roll them between my fingers, put my lips to them, gently, seductively.  The impulse was almost overwhelming.  I literally had to command my hands to remain at my side.

The rest of her was just as elegant.  Thin waist, flaring hips, long slender legs, and a tight, tight ass.  The gods of love had made this wonderful woman just for me, but I wasn’t permitted to touch.  Somewhere the fates were laughing at me.  I was once again the object of their mirth.  So, I just sat there drinking in Jenna’s naked magnificence and tried to ignore that painful bulge in my shorts.

Any other woman and I would have stripped off my clothes, showed her the condition I was in, and begged for her merci.  But I didn’t.  Jenna was special.  I had figured that out early in the game and I would wait until she was ready.  If that turned out to be never, that was life and I would kiss her goodbye on the cheek and wish her well, wherever she was headed.

*****
 

Toliver brought the trucks in around midnight; they’d finally widened that damned road enough to get past.  Jungle vines were scrapping on both sides of the trucks, but they got through. They were tired and hungry, having pushed hard and cut a lot of jungle by hand.  I raided the food stocks and gave them all a meaningful snack to carry them until breakfast.  Then they hit the rack, the camp workers had all their cots ready. 

“Any trouble?” I asked Toliver, holding out a bottle of Canadian Club to him. 

“Not really.  They just needed some motivation and having a big brother in the sky didn’t hurt. He probably saved us two days of hacking and slow going.   That guy Parker is a pretty good hand to have around.  I’ll take him along anytime,” answered Toliver.

“Probably too good,” I agreed.

“You have a problem with him?”

“Not really,” I answered.  “I think he’s a Spotts’ plant.”

“Is that a problem?” Inquired Tate.

“Not really.  I just like to keep the players straight.”

“Work it out, Jack.  You always do.  That’s why you’re the boss.  I’m going to bed,” Toliver announced.  “Mind if I take the bottle?”

“Not at all.  I cracked it for you.  Night Tate.”

“Seen Lexxi?” he asked.

“This time of night, I’m sure she’s in her tent.”

“Sleep tight,” he replied.

*****

I hit the rack late and was bone tired, but relieved.  The whole expedition was together, and all our equipment, weapons and food supplies were right where I could watch them or put them to good purpose.  I should have gone right out, especially after the shots of Canadian whiskey that I snagged from Toliver’s bottle, but I couldn’t fall asleep.  I was doing what I’d been doing a lot lately, just lying awake thinking about Jenna Taylor.  It was the same every night.  Mu body ached for her, and it was a struggle not to get out of bed, cross the campground to Jenna’s tent and tell her she had stolen my heart.  It had become a familiar battle with myself.  A nightly ritual.

But if we made love, I wanted it to be her choice and on her timetable.  There had been too many women in my life.  Too many conquests and Jenna was going to be different.  Jenna was something special.  Something very, very special indeed.

Jenna was an irresistible package.  Her lovely face and captivating smile.  Her alluring eyes with their mischievous twinkle.  The way her expressions turned from delight to wonder in the briefest instant.  The way she tossed her hair and pursed her lips. Those amazing legs with perfect calves and lush thighs that stuck so audaciously out of her shorts. That stunning figure and the gentle sway of her hips as she walked ahead of me on the trail.   I was taken by every inch of Jenna Taylor, and she haunted my nights.

I was almost asleep when I sensed a presence.  The light was low, but I saw the shapely silhouette of a female form enter my tent and stand in front of my bed. I froze and said nothing.  It was Jenna Taylor.  I would know that shape anywhere.  She pulled back the mosquito netting and slid in beside me.  I rolled into her arms, and she stretched her long, lithe body out and pressed it against me. 

Her face, so lovely in the sunlight, was mesmerizing in the semi-darkness.  Her lips were so close to mine, the mouth of a temptress.  They brushed tenderly, her breath was fresh and gentle.  I guess that is the perfect word for Jenna.  ‘Gentle’ and oh, so ‘feminine’.  She just oozed woman from every pore.

“Oh God, you spell like Whiskey,” she announced.

“Sorry.  I had a couple of belts with Tate.”

“Speaking of Tate where is he?” she asked, looking around the tent and seeing an empty cot.

“Probably with Lexxi,” I replied.

“Oh Well,” she declared and kissed me again. No tongue.  No sexual urgency.  Warm, delicate, romantic kisses that savored the taste of their lover.  Jenna’s lips were as soft as satin and as smooth as silk.  She was a little tentative, ‘go slow with me’ those heavenly lips were saying. 

Me, I wanted to ravish her.  Quench the fire that was raging in my loins. Let the love and the lust out all at once until we were both exhausted.  But I resisted.  I wanted to play it her way.  Follow her lead.  My dick didn’t like that plan, but Jenna wasn’t a dick girl.  She was something very different, very special and I decided that my heart would rule this night, not my hormones.

Jenna didn’t know it, but she had already reached into my heart and staked her claim.  Found a spot that was just hers alone and would always be hers.  No other woman could ever have that spot. That was the bargain I agreed to without a second thought.  Whether we left this island together or parted enemies.  That piece of my heart would still be hers.  It just plain had her name on it and only my death could change that.

I’d taken more than my share of beautiful women to bed, and some of them I cared for deeply.  But only one other woman had ever owned a piece of my heart.  She had left me years ago, for reasons that I only partially understood.  Before I met Jenna, I thought my heart was closed.  That my lovers, though enjoyable, were all transitory.  Ships passing in the night; never meant to cast off together on the same course.

“I’m not very experienced,” Jenna whispered.

” You’re not a beginner, are you?” I teased.

“No.  But pretty close,” she answered, her tone soft, alluring, trusting.  As if she were sharing a secret no one else knew.

“How can that be?  You’ve traveled the globe taking pictures in a man's world, and have taken no lovers?  I know men, they just don’t ignore a woman like you.  Never!”

“They didn’t ignore me.  But I ignored them,” responded Jenna.

“Jesus,” I said, laughing.

“What’s so funny?” she prodded.

“I was just thinking that you must leave a lot of cold showers in your wake,” and Jenna laughed too.

She was dressed in a khaki shirt and shorts, and I was in my skivvies. I put a gentle hand on her breast.  She was braless and I caressed it lightly as I kissed the side of her neck.  Her nipples hardened, poking against the thin material as I centered one in my palm.  She arched against me, filling my hand.

In my experience that would have led to some serious fucking.  But something was blocking Jenna from going that far and I cared about her too much to press.  She had her reasons and I respected them. 

“I just want to be held.  Can we do that?” she asked. Her voice was almost a whisper, her tone a plea.

“Of course,” I answered and gave her a sweet, brief kiss. “You tell me when you’re ready.”

“And if I’m never ready?”

“We’ll deal with that too!” I assured, hoping like hell that it would not come to that.

The rest of the night was uneventful, except for the sexual rage that I had to constrain.  Jenna’s allure was almost overwhelming and cramming up against her lush body was pure torture.  But I didn’t want to scare her away or take advantage of her trust, so I suffered.  We kissed some more, romantically, and smuggled, but that was it.  Eventually, we drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms.

*****
 

The night passed without incident, and I’ve never been so thankful that I didn’t have guard duty.  No visits from our native friends.  I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.  I doubted that we’d scared them off.  I was sure they had something much worse in mind for us.  These guys were playing for keeps and I knew in my gut that they were just getting started.

We hit the trails the next morning, using the same drill. But I had the feeling that we might be missing something.  Too many trails were a dead end.  So, I teamed up with Zia and we backtracked on one of the trails that had already been cleared.  The rest of the teams worked in threes and continued on as before.

I picked a short trail, and it disappeared after about three miles.  All of a sudden it was just gone.

“They all seem to end like this,” I advised. “What are we missing?”


Zia squatted and looked closely at the ground. Then he moved further up the slope and peeled back some brush.  He took out his bolo life and hacked at the foliage, then he handed me a broken rope.  Chewed rope would be a better description.  We scoured the ground about fifty yards in all directions and found more ropes.  

We also found a lizard.  A big one.  The damn thing was just lying there motionless, completely hidden in the grass.  That shook me up more than a little, my guts were churning over that near miss.  I’d been insisting that everyone be careful and then I damn near blunder into one.  If I’d gone twenty feet further, it would have had me.  Goodbye Jack Straw.

I guess the big guy was pissed that he missed me, cause he charged anyway.  Raised up and lurched at me.  He was hissing like crazy and had his mouth full open.  God, what a smell.  I thought that a tiger’s breath stinks.  There was no comparison.  This guy was the very definition of foul.  I backed off fast and brought up my Thompson, but he stopped.  He knew he’d lost me and was just letting off steam.

“Found one and he’s pissed,” I called to Zia who was off in the brush somewhere.  “Be careful when you come back this way.”

In our earlier explorations, we’d missed this clue as to how they were feeding these monsters.  The witch doctor’s bunch had run the animals to the end of the trail, then staked them out on a tether.  If there was a lizard nearby, it wouldn’t take long for it to come to dinner.  I’m sure they weren’t happy when they ended up with the rope in their mouths, but those teeth could gnaw through anything.  Some of the smaller trees were broken in two when an animal was tied to it.  The dragons grabbed their prey, shook their heads, and snapped those saplings right in half like they were twigs.  These animals were incredibly strong. 

All those trails would have to be rerun and examined for signs of feeding.  More delay, but now that we knew what to look for, we should start finding some answers.

*****

It never fails.  When trouble starts, it’s never alone.  It always comes in sequence or sometimes, all at the same fucking time.  It’s some kind of rule the fates made up. 

The day was hotter than usual, not a cloud in the sky.  Zia and I had found some shade and were sitting in camp waiting for the other parties to return.  They needed to know how to properly examine the end of the trails.    I was hot and tired, and I didn’t need more aggravation.  In my mind, I could still smell that dragon’s breath, and my mind was turning over my near miss with death by lizard. 

Suddenly there was some shouting from the edge of the clearing, and I went to meet the returning party.  Toliver was on a makeshift stretcher.

“What happened?” I demanded.

“I don’t know.  He just collapsed.  One minute he was on point, the next he was staggering a bit, then he just went down.  We looked him over for a poison dart or something.  No sign of bites or wounds,” explained one of the mercs. 

“He’s a heavy son of a bitch,” interjected another merc.  “We had to carry him several miles.”  I looked at the two mercs, they were breathing pretty hard. 

They had set him down just inside the clearing and I knelt and inspected him.  He was burning up.  His shirt was soaked in sweat and his face looked like he was shedding water.

“Malaria” I announced.  “It hits him every now and then.  He thought he had it beat, but I guess one never does.  Let’s get him in his tent and make him comfortable.  Has anyone seen the Doc?”

“I didn’t know whether to break radio silence or not.  I didn’t think you could do anything, so I stayed off the squawker,” explained the merc.  Robinson, I think his name was.

“You did right,” I agreed.  “Good call.  Let’s limit it to emergencies that require assistance.”

We dumped Toliver into a bunk and let the Doc go to work.  Lexxi hovered over the pair like a den mother, and I could see genuine concern in her eyes.  They must have had one hell of a night.  There was nothing that I could do that wasn’t being done and there was nothing that the Doc or Lexxi couldn’t do better than me, so I turned my attention back to looking for lizards and finding some trace of Dr. Collin’s and his retinue.

*****

Tate did not hear Jack Straw ask about his condition.  He did not feel the tender touch of Lexxi Collins as she wiped his fevered brow and spooned him quinine that he swallowed but did not taste.

Tate had withdrawn into a world far from the needs of the flesh.  His fevered brain tormented him, replaying scenes from his past exactly as they had occurred, not in a coherent sequence, but in flashes, mere glimpses.  Then it altered his history, sending images of what could have happened, including his own painful, violent, bloody death.  The delirium was complete.  He had lost all sense of reality and floated in a world of his own making.  One distressingly familiar, but strangely warped and distorted.

A bystander of his own life, as it was, and as it could have been, all mixed into a toxic brew of anguish and angst.  Outside his body was wracked with fever, his huge muscles cramping and aching as he threw his bulk fitfully against the rope constraints that tied him to his bunk. But inside his mind, he wandered in a shadowy wasteland, bereft of hope and he feared that he would lose his very soul in the darkness.

*****

We spent the rest of the day running trails, scouting the area, and in general, accessing our situation.  I had split the night guard shift into three four-hour watches starting at dusk, about 6:15 civilian time.   I was dead tired and needed some sleep, so I borrowed a bottle of Canadian whisky from Toliver’s stash and poured myself a couple of glasses. Then I pulled rank and took the last shift.  After I crashed, I didn’t move a muscle until my 2:00 AM guard tour. 

I checked on Toliver first thing in the morning.  As expected, he was still delirious and it looked to me that Lexxi had done little more than tend to Toliver, and cat nap in the camp chair next to his bed.  That surprised me a little, but I couldn't figure out why.

*****


Chapter Seventeen

It was a cold night, and the pine forest was dark, even unearthly.  The narrow beams of the old ford truck were no match for the wisps of fog that clung to the road like the webs of ghostly spiders.  Tate Toliver slowed the truck and twisted the radio dial in search of a station.   Nothing but static. Any company would have been welcome on such an eerie night.  Even the distant voice of a late-night DJ. 

Toliver pulled his coat tighter; the late fall air had a harsh bite to it and the temperature along the Montana – Canada border had plunged unexpectedly.  He gave the dashboard a smack with his huge fist, but it continued to blow chilling air.  He cursed and turned off the fan.  He’d gotten a good price on the aging truck, but the thermostat was forever on the fritz. 

He’d made this run dozens of times.  All of them were uneventful, but he had a bad feeling about this night.  The country along the border was desolate.  No border crossing station, no federal agents, no ranchers, or line shacks.  Not even a boundary marker.  Just trees, rocks, a windy road, and a rickety bridge over a half-frozen river. 

Smuggling moonshine paid cash money under the table.  More than he could make doing most other things.  No taxes on the booze and no taxes on Tate.  At $100 a trip, he made more than his dad made in a month doing farm labor.  Of course, Tate had to supply the truck, but that was still at least six times the rate he could charge for any other freight.

Toliver was six miles onto American soil when he saw headlights go on behind him.  A car must have been waiting between the trees and turned onto the road after he passed.  Most nights he would have noticed it, but the fog had thickened on this side of the river.  It was one of those newer models with the stronger headlamps and the beams shone brightly in his side mirrors. 

Tate reached for the revolver on the seat beside him.  Could be high jackers or T-men, hard to tell.  Whoever they were, they had run up close on his rear and Tate toyed with the idea of hitting the brakes suddenly.  But that could damage the load, so Tate slowed a bit.  Between the fog and the glare of the lights in his mirrors, he was having trouble seeing the road.

Suddenly he rounded a bend and hit the brakes hard.  Two cars blocked the road, several men stood behind the cars, and they appeared well armed.  Toliver sat for a moment.  Deciding whether to run, fight or surrender.  Before he could decide he heard a blast and saw a stab of flame in the driver’s side mirror, just before it exploded into a thousand fragments.  Some hit the widow on his left side, which itself shattered, showing glass over Tate.  

Someone shouted “Federal agents.  Get out of the truck with your hands up.” 

Tate dropped the revolver on the floor of the truck and put his hands up.

Tate heard the sound of someone working a shotgun slide, racking another round, and smelled the acrid odor of gun power as the barrel of a shotgun was thrust into his face.

“How old are you son?” the man demanded.

“Twenty sir,” snapped Tate, quick to answer.

“You armed?”

“I dropped my gun on the truck floor.”

“Keep your hands up,” the man instructed.  Then yelled, “Someone cuff him.”

Ten days later, after losing ten pounds from jail food, Tate Toliver was released. He was broke and homeless.   It had taken every cent he had in his savings account, plus a hundred dollars he borrowed from his brother-in-law, to make bail.

Tate’s whiskey running days were over.  The Feds had burnt him and were watching him closely.   No smuggler would trust him with their contraband, and Tate had no funds to sponsor a venture of his own. He got a job as a bouncer in a local bar that catered to the lumberjack crowd.  He earned a dollar a night, plus meals before and after shift. 

Three weeks later on a raucous Saturday night, a foreman of a logging crew took exception to the way Tate was treating his men.  They had words and then they exchanged blows.

The foreman was a big man and an experienced brawler, but Tate was six four and solid muscle.  Tate was faster and gamer than the lumberjack ever expected, and Toliver put the foreman down hard.  As he turned away, Tate heard the click of a switchblade.  He turned back just in time to fend off what could have been a lethal strike.  The blade skidded along his arm, peeling back the skin, and laying his forearm open to the bone.  Tate grabbed a whiskey bottle, broke it against a chair, and plunged the jagged remains into the man’s neck, just below the jawline.

The room was silent for a moment, everyone was looking at Tate and watching the man gurgle blood and bleed out on the floor. The lumberjack was dead in seconds.  There was nothing anyone could do to save him.  The crowd suddenly grew restless and when Tate heard cries of “murderer,” “Jim didn’t have a chance,” and “Let’s get him,” Tate fled the scene.

Tate’s easy life had gone sour.  He was wanted for manslaughter at the very least and was sure his bail would be revoked.  Tate climbed into his truck and drove as far as a full tank of gas and the money in his pocket would take him.  Tired, broke, hungry, and dodging every sheriff’s vehicle he saw, Tate was growing desperate.

When the truck drank the last drop of gas and sputtered to a stop, Toliver walked.  He spent the night on the cold prairie, and in the morning started west on foot again.

That afternoon he stopped at a roadside diner and spent his last thirty-five cents on a hamburger and fries.   He normally would have ordered a malt to wash it down, but his pockets were empty, and he settled for a glass of water. 

The restaurant was buzzing with the national news and President Roosevelt’s voice was broadcasting on the radio.  It was December 7, 1941, and the Japanese had just bombed Pearl Harbor.  Tate found the nearest army recruiting station and enlisted in the United States Army.  He left his truck on the side of the road, his keys still in the ignition.

*****

A few months later Tate was half a world away and hotter than he’d ever been, sweat poured off of him like rain. Montana was never this hot.   The sun was high in the clear tropical sky.  Its searing rays drilled mercilessly into his back and neck. Making him sweat even more.

He was crawling on his belly through waist-high grass.  He couldn’t see two feet in front of him.  There could be a Jap or a booby trap just inches away. His cheek rested in the dirt when he paused to catch his breath.  The black soil smelled foul, rife with decay.  The flies were endless, swarming in dark, noisy throngs. The green-eyed buggers could bite right through his fatigues and draw blood.  Some were as big as his thumb.  Clouds of them thick enough to make shadows across the ground.

Then there were the tiny ones.  Smaller than gnats.  The ones you could hardly see.  They were just wings, and teeth. They’d come right through mosquito netting. They stung when they bit, but the bites didn’t swell up.  “No, See Em” the boys called them.

Guadalcanal was the asshole of the world or at least one of them.  Hot, humid, insect and disease-ridden, and chock full of Japs whose only desire was to kill or maim him.  The very ground itself was rotting.  The flies followed him as he crawled.  His ass low, his gun ready.  They had given him the BAR because he was the biggest guy in the outfit.  It weighted twenty pounds without the ammo.

Something exploded less than thirty feet to his left. Tate’s head was low, but the grass shook with the shock wave and dirt rained down on him.  He heard a man groaning, another crying out “Medic, Medic!”

Tate pushed ahead; the BAR ready.  He was supposed to use the automatic weapon to support his other fire team members, but he couldn’t see any of them.  He had no fucking idea where they were or even if any of them were still alive.

The shelling right in front of him had stopped.  The Navy was now concentrating their barrages on the ridge and the enemy fire from the high ground had stopped.  The Japs had withdrawn into their holes.  But they would be back.  Tate doubted that the shelling was killing any of them.  They were too well dug in, but it did make them keep their heads down and that was something.  They couldn’t kill him while they were huddled in safety.

Tate crawled forward.  Ever forward.  It never seemed to end.  Bodies dropped, men were blown to bits, the machine guns sprayed their death, and the mortars lobbed their shells, but no matter what, Tate’s unit always moved forward.  Always forward. 

He heard a rifle shot.  The high wind of an Arisaka Type 99.  Tate had learned to tell the difference between the thin sound of the 99 and the solid retort of the M1 or the ratta-tat-tat of the BAR. 

The shots came from behind him, and he rolled on his back, swiveling the BAR to point behind him as he rolled.  The shooter was in his rear, but Tate couldn’t see him.  He waited.  The grass moved; a man was crawling.  It was probably a GI, but Tate was not in the mood to take chances and he rolled to his right several times, then lay still.

Tate trained his barrel on the movement and waited. He couldn’t see the man, but he could see the flies.  Whoever it was fired again.  The shooter didn’t know that he had moved.  The roll had saved him. The Jap had emerged out of a spider hole after they had passed.  Tate must have crawled right over his hiding place. Sneaky bastards.

The grass moved again, and the BAR barked.  Not a full spray, just a couple of rounds.  Tate waited.  Everything was still, save for random shouts and explosions up and down the line.  Mostly forward of his position.  After a few moments, Tate decided it was safe to move.  He crawled forward a little faster than before, lest he be left behind.

*****

They had finally taken the ridge.  It had been expensive.  There weren’t many of them left.  Toliver’s squad now had two BARs, because there were only two squad members left and they had been combined with another squad.   Some major that Toliver had never seen before came through and made the changes and repositioned them on the ridge.  They were spread out thin, but the officer told him that they had to hold.  Then he made the corporal a sergeant and Toliver a corporal, then moved on down the line.

The Japs came again that night.  The ridge was critical, and they wanted it back.  The sky was heavily overcast, and the air was thick with humidity.  What little light that filtered through the dense cloud cover was quickly soaked up by the heavy fog.

The blackness was all around him and Tate’s eyes played tricks on him.  He could not make out any objects.  There were just degrees of darkness.  They pulsed and shifted, confusing the senses.  But the night was full of sound and Tate could hear slithering and grass and rocks being disturbed.  The sounds were faint, but there were so many of them.  The Japs were coming.  Every man on the line knew they were coming, but no one could see them.

Suddenly a flare went up and they were there, right in front of him. Hundreds of Japanese, damn near close enough to reach out and touch.  The GIs hadn’t had time to run much wire on that side of the ridge.  They had not taken the ridge until late in the day.  The Japanese had fought to the last man.  No one ran. 

Tate’s unit had taken over their defensive positions on the ridge, but they were facing the wrong direction.  There just had not been enough time to properly dig in.  Everyone seemed to open fire at the same time.  Tate did not remember hearing an order.  The night just erupted in a violent, desperate reaction.  All along the line, the GIs poured it on, and the Japs just kept coming.  Tate fired the BAR as fast as he could reload, the barrel got so hot that it glowed in the dart. Then he put it down and picked up a spare M1 and emptied the clip while the BAR cooled.

They fought all night.  The enemy came in waves. Their ammunition was low, the barrels on their machine guns, mortars, and BARs got hot enough to cook off rounds.  They fought for most of the night.  The Navy tried shelling the back of the ridge, but they were not in a good position and had limited success. 

In the end, it was hand to hand.  The flares were gone, and the blackness swallowed them all.  Friend and foe alike.  They fought by feel and touch and sound, with cold sharp steel that ripped flesh and pierced organs.  Fending off shadows and vague forms, like ghosts in the night.  Close enough to smell the foal breath of their attackers and catch the putrid scent of their bowels emptying as life left their bodies.  Close enough to feel the warmth of their opponent's blood as it spattered and spurted.  Close enough to hear the last breath of the dying or the final calls to their mothers or loved ones. 

In the dawn, Tate could see the carnage all around him.  There weren’t that many GIs left, but absolutely no Japanese.   They exchanged glances of bewilderment, amazed that they were not among the dead.  Most had wounds of some sort.  Some had themselves, just moments to live.   The bodies were already beginning to rot.  The flies crawled over them by the millions and the birds were landing in hoards.  Picking and plucking at the shredded and torn flesh.  The stench was overwhelming, but they had held the ridge.

Most history books don’t give Guadalcanal its proper due.  Yes, stories abound of savage jungle warfare.  Of living and fighting in knee-deep water, no dry place to sit or sleep or eat.  Of insects as big as sparrows and leaches the size of snakes.  Of trench foot, malaria, dengue fever, and a hundred other tropical maladies that rot your flesh or inflame your bowels.  When God made Guadalcanal, he also invented the word “misery” so that it could be properly described. 

But the strategic importance of Guadalcanal and the Solomon Islands is too often underplayed.  It was the beginning of America’s baptism by fire.  Of course, there had been sneak attacks and violent, but short naval engagements.  But at Guadalcanal, we made our stand.  It was do or die and no one was going home alive if we didn’t win.  The Japanese army and navy had been practicing war and perfecting men, equipment, and tactics for years.  We were caught flat-footed, and in the beginning, we were outgunned and outmanned. 

The battle for Guadalcanal was fought in the air, on land, and at sea.  All were critical and interdependent.  Failure of one would doom the rest.  Every day planes took off from Henderson Field on Guadalcanal with their pilots knowing that they would die in this campaign.  Maybe not today.  Not on this particular mission.  But soon.  There would be no rotation, no magical number of missions accomplished.  They had already been sacrificed.  They were the walking and flying dead.  Their chances of surviving the war were almost zero.  That takes a certain kind of heroism.  They knew they were the first line, and their job was to hold until they were killed. 

The same can be said of the men in Toliver’s unit that took and held that ridge.  It was the key point.  Without the ridge, the airfield was untenable.  Each night the US Navy fought the ships of the rising sun in the waters in and around Guadalcanal.  Sitting on his ridge that protected the airfield, Toliver was in the catbird’s seat.  He had a grand view of both the airfield and the surrounding waters of King Solomon’s Isles. 

Most nights the Japanese Navy attempted to run more troops into the eastern shores of Guadalcanal.  An unending supply of fresh troops and supplies to throw at the island and Toliver’s ridge.  And each night the US Navy attempted to intercede.  “Kill them at sea,” Toliver thought, then I wouldn't have to kill them trying to take my ridge.

There is nothing quite as loud as a sea battle.  Toliver could sit on his lofty perch along the ridge and see and hear the mighty sea battles in the bay to his northeast.   He watched as cruisers, destroyers, PT-Boats, and sometimes even battleships dueled to the death.  Their huge gun barrels spitting enormous flames that pierced the darkness for miles and sent man-made thunder rolling across the waters to shake the land with their violence. It was more than just a show.  The Navy’s fortunes were his own.  Toliver was on an island, and whoever controlled the surrounding sea, controlled his destiny.

The Solomons were a training ground of sorts.  Where we learned the lessons of the Japanese Navy and eventually turned that knowledge into victory.  It was costly knowledge, and the price was countless ships and men sent to a watery grave.  So many that the Navy named that stretch of water, “Iron Bottom” Sound.

On clear nights, when our sailors had lost their battle or the Japanese had managed to slip past our waiting forces, Toliver could hear the enemy offloading somewhere down there in the darkness.  Other nights he took a patrol down to the water’s edge and attempted to estimate their numbers or set an ambush to welcome the newcomers to his little corner of hell.

*****

Jefferies died during the night.  He had shown some encouraging signs but then went downhill fast. The pain was intense, and the doc had him pretty doped up.  He’d been running a high fever and just slipped away sometime in the early morning.  The wound was bad, but the doc had cleaned it up and even cut out some tissue that was going gangrene.  But the poison had gotten into his guts and his bloodstream.  There was nothing that anybody could have done.  The best medical team in the world’s best facility couldn’t have saved him.  He was dead the minute he was bitten.  A reminder to us all, that we would have to be very, very careful.

We buried him at the edge of the clearing and piled some rocks up to keep the scavengers from his grave. That volcanic soil is the shits to dig in.  I said a few words.  Funerals aren’t really my forte and I barely knew the man, but I did the best I could.  I asked if anyone else wanted to comment, but there were no takers.  He was a reliable man but hadn’t made any friends.  He did his work and kept to himself.  Lexxi had no information on his folks.  He wasn’t that old.  Twenty-five or six at the most.  Just one more former GI buried in a shallow grave on foreign soil.  I don’t know what he was looking for or why he signed on, but I did the best I could for him, then moved on.  I had learned at an early age not to linger over death.

We spent the next few days running down all the little cow trails and getting a good feel for the area.  We were down three men.  Toliver, Jefferies, and the doc who had to tend to his patients. So, manpower was short and I didn’t want to risk their health by dragging them along five to ten miles at a hop.  We could accomplish most of the mission, by staying put and exploring from here.  Besides, I didn’t want to leave the trucks again.  I had a feeling we were going to need them.

We found some lizards, spotted some natives, and found their calling card tricks on the trail. Nothing much to worry about.  Just an occasional shrunken head or skull or wooden mask hanging in a tree, or on a spike blocking the trail.  We also saw lots of other wildlife: elephants, rhinos, wild boars, orangutans, tigers, leopards, pythons, alligators, macaws, and a hundred other species of birds and arboreals.  Jessie seemed to be my shadow, which I didn’t mind, but I had to keep a rein on her.  She would get so focused on getting the shot, that she would forget to watch for the dozens of other dangers a tropical forest can provide and that were just lying-in wait. 

I tracked our progress on the map and checked out locations with our guardian angel in the sky, Slim.  What we didn’t find was anything concrete about the other expeditions.  Just bits and pieces that didn’t fill in much of the puzzle.

*****


Chapter Eighteen

I was worried that Toliver wasn’t doing well, and I stuck my head into his tent.  He should have shed his malaria fever in about forty-eight hours, but he was going on his fourth day.   His fever bouts were consistently seven or eight hours long.  Much longer than normal and in between sessions he was barely lucid.  The medic had been pumping him full of quinine and he should be responding.  I couldn’t remember how many bouts he had in the past, but it was more than a few.  All we could do was wait, and I tried to busy myself.  I needed the distraction.

Lexxi was sitting by his bedside.  She looked almost as bad as Toliver.  She had barely left his side, but I doubted that Toliver even knew she was there.

“How’s he doing,” I asked.

“No change,” she mumbled without looking up.

“You need to get some rest yourself,” I suggested.

“I’ve been catnapping,” she assured.  “He must be in such torment!” her voice dripped with concern.

I was impressed by Lexxi’s dedication.  Maybe there was something more going on between them than a little midnight coupling.  He told me once that the malaria fevers were pure hell and conjured up all manner of torments and terrors.  I hoped that wasn’t true.  Toliver had a lot in his history that would make for some truly chilling nightmares.  Whatever the state of his dreams, Tate had thrown himself off his bunk three times and we had to tie him to his cot and stake the cot to the ground. 

I was grateful for Lexxi’s dedication.  She was a better nurse than I would ever be.  No matter my allegiance to Tate, I had a search to run and just couldn’t spare the time to be his nursemaid.  Considering that the last two expeditions like ours had disappeared without a trace, I figured that I had better keep my eye on the ball.

Lexxi was a hard-to-figure broad.  Emotionally she was half man and half woman. If that ain’t a confusing mix.    I never knew which one was going to pop out at any given minute.  Lexxi had built a hard shell around her, but obviously, Toliver had gotten through it.

*****

Lexxi Collins came of age twenty years too early, because she was a born suffragette.  In future years, like the late sixties, and early seventies, she would have found plenty of kindred spirits.  Sister bra burners, demanding equal rights and clamoring for equal treatment.  But in the forties, she was left to rebel alone.  The great Mandala of life had placed her in the wrong time period.

Her only consolation was that World War II had elevated the status of women.  They were the home team.  They built the bombs, riveted the airplanes, and trucked the freight from factories to docks.  They were the backbone of America’s war effort.  The arsenal of freedom. They kept the country running, while their sons and sweethearts dodged bullets in faraway fields and on distant seas.  The genie was out of the bottle, and many would never return to the cooking or the vacuuming again.

Lexxi was the only child in an upper-middle-class, New England family.  She was not exactly a ‘have,’ but she was far from a ‘have not’.  Her father, Dr. Grayson Collins, was an up-and-coming scientist of some renown and a role model for young Lexxi.  She inherited his intellect and his love of science, and she read voluminously.  Her father was an extremely learned man.  Respected in his field the world over. But Lexxi could hold her own with him, not only in his field of zoology, but she also showed special talent in mathematics and physics.

Her academic record was unexcelled. Straight A’s in every subject. A model student.  But young Lexxi was socially awkward and rebellious of societal norms.  She was smarter and more capable than any man she had ever met, including her father’s esteemed colleagues. Yet she was constantly overlooked and discounted because of her gender.  “Hon, babe, sweetheart, dear” were all familiars that would send her into an internal rage, which she did not always contain.  She could not understand why other women just ignored the constant condescension of the male world.

To complicate the matter, Lexxi was also beautiful. A stunning woman that made men turn, watch and desire.  At first, it made Lexxi self-conscious and only served to convince a male-dominated world that she had nothing intelligent to say.  “Maybe it would have been better if I was a mousy little thing, with glasses and short hair,” wondered Lexxi on more than one occasion. But then she thought better of it.  Because Lexxi Collins had learned to use her beauty as a weapon.  An advantage that could open doors for her.

Doors that would be forever closed to a ‘mousy little thing’.  She used her sex appeal to flatter flustered old men that came to meet with her father and before they knew what was happening, she had them deeply engaged in some complex detail of evolution or physics.  Her sexual allure was her social super-power and she wielded it often.

The Collins were a deeply religious family.  Dr. Collins was a devout Presbyterian, and her grandfather was an ordained minister, a pillar of both the church and the community. She loved him dearly, but they clashed like fire and dynamite because Lexxi refused to quietly take her place in his narrow view of the world. 

Sundays were for worship in the Collins’ household, and they never missed a church service.  It was back for more religious socializing on Sunday evenings and Wednesday nights as well. Lexxi applied herself to her bible studies with the same dedication she gave to her scientific and philosophical pursuits, but in the case of religion, the medicine didn’t take.

Lexxi could quote chapter and verse to the delight of those around her, but Lexxi found the sacred words unconvincing.  They were full of vagaries and inconsistencies.    There was just too much that didn’t add up and her scientific instincts and training were forever eating at her faith.

Lexxi’s biggest conflict was in her own womanly needs.  She had a ripe body and it ached for companionship. The first time she masturbated was both a revelation and a crisis of faith.  The family had gone to church as it did every Sunday and there had been a new boy in her Sunday school class.  The lesson was about the good Samaritan.  Lexxi had not known that the Samaritan was black.  She had completely missed that connection in her readings.  But Lexxi could hardly concentrate on what the teacher was saying.  The new boy had a rugged good looks, and Lexxi couldn’t take her eyes off of him.  He lit a fire in her young body that she did not understand.  Something was happening to her.  Something mysterious and urgent.  The physical presence of this new boy was almost painful.

Lexxi sat through the sermon and the traditional Sunday lunch at a local restaurant a bundle of intense anxieties. Time had never gone so agonizingly slow, and Lexxi was in physical distress the entire time.  Seconds seemed like minutes and minutes like hours.  The image of the wonderfully handsome boy haunted Lexxi, flooding her body with a tingling sensation she had never felt.  On the way home, she wanted to scream at her father to drive faster.  He was such a cautious man she thought, and she had to stop herself from berating him.

When she finally closed the door to her room Lexxi flopped down on the bed and rubbed her hands over her body.  Her breasts were swelling, and her nipples were hard.  She fondled them firmly, urgently, but the fire that raged inside her just kept burning.  Growing ever more intense. 

She pulled her knees up, spread her legs, and touched herself through her girdle.  The material was soaking wet, and Lexxi vigorously massaged her vaginal lips.  The damp cotton clung to the folds of her opening and her fingers flew over its contours in a desperate attempt to find a release. 

She had never touched herself before.  Not like this.  Her fingers seemed to have a life of their own.  Her body told them just where to touch.  How hard, how firm, how fast.   Fabulous, wonderous life-altering sensations flooded through her.

“Oh God, what ecstasy!  What have I been missing?”  She moved her fingers faster and added her other hand.  One played with her entrance, the other searched higher.   Her fingers found her clit.  That first touch was so fucking full of pleasure that she almost swooned. 

Suddenly she came.  It surged through her like a wave crashing over her at the beach.  It was incredible and Lexxi’s thighs clenched, and her body shook uncontrollably.  Her hands stopped moving and just pressed firmly against her vaginal region because the sensation was overwhelming.  Her delicate skin was just too sensitive for further motion.  Lexxi arched her body and cried out.  Much too loudly, then she rolled on her side and buried her face in her pillow and moaned into its softness while her body continued to spasm.

“What a delicious feeling,” she thought, overcome with a bliss that she had never imagined.  Lexxi lay panting.  She knew that she had done wrong.  But how could anything that felt so wonderful be wrong?  God gave her this body; didn't he want her to enjoy it?  She thought of her grandfather.  Was he watching from heaven?  Did he see what she had done?

Lexxi was ashamed.  But not enough to stop and a few minutes later she did it again.  But this time her hand was inside her girdle.  Her fingers pushed into her opening.  Toward the end, Lexxi rolled onto her stomach, humping her fingers so that they thrust inside her.  Her second orgasm was stronger and more powerful.   Her cries were louder, but the sound was drowned out by the pillow.  She was lying weak and exhausted when she heard the door open.

“Lexxi, you OK?” her mother asked.  I thought I heard you call out.

“No mom.  Just resting” assured Lexxi without looking up.  She did not dare turn and face her mother.  She would know.  Lexxi was sure that it would be written all over her face.

“Don’t lay around in your church clothes, dear.  They’ll wrinkle,” her mother directed as she closed the door, leaving Lexxi alone with her thoughts and newly discovered desires. 

The experience had overwhelmed her.  The two sexual releases were the most powerful moments of her life.  They had taken control of her.  She was not going to give them up.  If it was a choice between God and this marvelous pleasure, she would become a hedonist.

“Great!” thought Lexxi.  “Smarter, prettier and now hornier.” Lexxi realized once again that she lived in a world that would not accept her for who she was.  She would have to hide her sexual hunger, right along with her intelligence.  Both would be there when she needed them, but to succeed, she would have to blend into society and pretend to be just as conventional and boring as everyone else in Boston.

It wasn’t until college that Lexxi got a chance to liberate herself.  She won a scholarship to Vassar.  The preeminent college for women.  She had an acceptable family name, but not the social status that the other girls enjoyed.  Of course, none of them earned it.  They were born into it.  It came with Daddy’s money.   

Sex was a constant subject in the dorm.  The other girls talked a good game, but Lexxi was the only one with real experience.  That gave her a certain status.  Knowledge brings power and Lexxi knew things, like the mysteries of the forbidden fruit.  The taboo subject that no adults would discuss.  The tantalizing secret things that girls must discover for themselves.

The other girls weren’t completely clueless.  Most had never touched a prick, but that didn’t stop it from being the constant object of their conversations.  Some had played a few games in the back seat of a Rolls; two with the chauffeur.  But Lexxi was the only girl that had stretched out on a bed, wrapped her legs around her lover, and fucked the night away.  At least she was the only one that would openly admit it, and the only one that seemed to have any experience with that strangely compelling subject, oral sex.  Both giving and getting.

Lexxi’s roommate at Vassar was Rowena Hays.  Another scholarship girl, but also from a good family.  Lexxi wondered what the odds were that the only two scholarships at the college were matched to room together.  That could not be happenstance.  Someone was being either kind or cruel.  Lexxi was never sure which.

Rowena was in many ways the opposite of Lexxi.  She was a proper girl, smart enough, but conventional.  A rule follower.  Fully trusting of societal norms and the dictates of her faith.  “Goody Two Shoes” Lexxi called her so often that it became a term of endearment between them.  Rowena didn’t have Lexxi’s powerful intellect, but in the brain department, she was no slouch, and academically she was constantly nipping at Lexxi’s heels.

The two young women became fast friends, sharing secrets, fears, joys, and disappointments.  Lexxi was there for Rowena the night she gave herself for the first time to her boyfriend.  Held her as she sobbed in anguish that it hurt so badly and gave her no pleasure.  “What’s wrong with me?” she wailed, and Lexxi comforted and assured.

At the end of her sophomore year, Rowena became engaged to the dashing and handsome Halbert Pierce Hollingsworth IV.  Holly, as Rowena called him, was the sole heir to the immense Hollingsworth Ltd holdings, many of which were in the far east.  Holly’s great grandfather, a larger-than-life figure, was responsible for building the company into a worldwide commercial powerhouse, and one of the first industrialists to build a vertically integrated empire.  That is, own both the production sources, and the distribution system.  Unlike other companies, Hollingsworth Ltd collected profits at every level of the supply chain.

Holly was a romantically inclined young man with fanciful thoughts of making his mark in the world.  He ached for the adventure of the faraway lands that brought him so much wealth. His great grandfather’s blood flowed through his veins and Holly was determined to upstage his famous ancestor.

Holly was two years ahead of Rowena in college, so in the late spring, he kissed her goodbye and promised to return for her graduation.  Promising that they would be married shortly thereafter.  But Holly fell short in his aspirations.  He wasn’t made of the same kind of swashbuckling stuff as his famous progenitor, and he never returned.

At first, his letters came fast and furious.  Chock full of all the wonders he was seeing, the strange customs, the exotic cultures, and his grand ideas to double the profits of Hollingsworth, Ltd.  But as the months dragged on and Rowena trudged from class to class in the New England snow the letters got further and further apart.  Rowena consoled herself with her studies and talked endlessly with Lexxi about the fantastic life she was planning with Holly.  

By the time Rowena graduated she had not heard from Holly in almost a year.  She was devastated and desperate.  Against everyone’s better judgment, including Lexxi’s, Rowena Hays packed her bags, bought a ticket on the China Clipper, and flew off to find her Holly. 

In a backwater landing, the name of which she could not pronounce, on an uncharted river that she had never heard of, Rowena Hays meant an unkempt riverboat captain named Jack Straw.  She didn’t like his appearance or his attitude or the openly admiring way he looked at her or the rundown condition of his boat.  But he was the best of the lot in that hot, sweltering, end-of-the-world jungle port and there was something about him that was compelling.

Rowena hired Jack Straw to find her precious Holly and they started upriver together.  This was a wild country, filled with dangers from pirates, native tribes, local warlords, and the river itself.  There were no towns to resupply them, no policemen to protect them, and no medical facilities to heal them.  They were on their own in a region not fully explored and in a jungle that hid a thousand ways to kill a person without warning.

They spent many days on the river, and as many nights, and shared many dangers.  What happened between the prudish Rowena Hays and the ruggedly handsome Jack Straw was never made public.  Not even Lexxi knew the details, but she could guess.  Someone had turned the prissy Rowena into a woman.  It was more than a deflowering.  It was a transformation.  A discovery of an alternate way to live.  A fresh, new approach to life and a woman brimming over with self-confidence and self-worth.

Somewhere in that jungle, Holly died.  The official story was that Rowena and Holly were married in the jungle and that Holly was killed defending her shortly thereafter.  But Lexxi doubted the story.  Too much didn’t add up and now that she had gotten to know Jack Straw herself, she was convinced that there was much more to the tale.

Lexxi was correct of course.  She was a perceptive woman, and her casual dismissal of proper behavior allowed her mind to wander where others wouldn’t.  The truth was that Rowena and Jack were lovers.  Not just casual fuck buddies.  They shared a deep emotional bond.   Jack Straw, breaker of hearts and the man with a girl in every port, had found true love in the arms of the beautiful and conventional Rowena Hays, and that love was returned with equal ferocity. 

Together they had found Holly.  He had made himself into a warlord and was attempting to corner the market on the increasingly popular drug cocaine.  Holly imprisoned Straw, then drugged and raped Rowena.  Straw escaped, rescued Rowena, and they fled downriver.

Holly and his men gave chase.  A running gun battle ensued and, in the melee, Rowena killed Holly with a burst from a Thompson submachine gun.   A cover story was concocted to protect the Hollingsworth name and Rowena returned to the states pregnant.  The paternity of the child was unknown and unknowable.

In the end, Rowena was the mother of the sole heir of Hollingsworth Ltd., if there was a sole heir.  Rather than return to roam the South Seas with her lover Jack Straw, Rowena stayed in New England to protect her son’s birthright.  Only two other people in the entire world knew the real story, Gerard, and Zia.  Gerard had helped with the cover story and smoothed things out with the local authorities.   Zia had slipped Jack a knife while he was in captivity.

*****


Chapter Nineteen

Lexxi had been nursing Toliver almost 24, 7 and using my bunk to be close to him.  I thought of using Lexxi’s bunk, but something in my old protestant taboos foreclosed that option.  Instead, I took to sleeping in Jenna’s tent.  Now don’t get carried away with carnal thoughts.  Yes, I think the girl was bursting with sexual need, but something in her past was blocking those impulses.  She was extremely reluctant to share her past, but I assumed that she had either been raped or molested. 

Instead of fucking like crazy, we took our time and eased our way into a sexual relationship, one small step at a time.  It had begun at the waterfall.  She liked me to look at her and we did some of that.  It excited her and I stripped for her. Then she got anxious and asked me to put on my pants.  Once I had safely hidden my raging manhood, she came into my arms and pressed her body to mine.

Jenna had a small frame and wonderfully full tits, her nipples hardened immediately, and I took them in my hands lovingly.  She had a way of teasing my hair and looking at me like she was merging her soul with mine.  We weren’t engaged in a sexual act, it was a loving one.

She would touch me briefly, brushing over my hardness, with a gossamer touch.  Like I was a flame, and she was testing how badly I would burn her.  One night we lay in the darkness, while she was fingering her opening. I just listened to her heightened breathing and low moans.  They increased as she climbed to the next level of excitement, and I touched myself to match the rhythm of her breathing.  Suddenly she cried out, and I could hear her body thrashing about as she whimpered and moaned.  It was extremely erotic.

To say the least, our nighttime games were not what I had expected.  Jenna wasn’t frigid, she was blocked.  Inside of her burned a sexual rage, but outside, there was fear and anxiety.  One night I held her, while she pleasured herself.  I sat with my legs spread and Jenna put her back up against me.  She could not see my face and I only touched her breasts. She came quick that night.  Like she was a bomb half-triggered.  I held her while she shook and convulsed.  I thought her nipples would explode.  It was one of the best sexual experiences of my life.  I felt so close to her.  It was like we merged and there was only one of us.

Eventually, we progressed to substituting my hand for hers. From that same position, I could reach both her opening and her clit.  It didn’t take long to find the touch and stroke that excited her the most.  But unlike her, when she came, I didn’t quit.  I clamped my legs and arms around her and held her immobile as I continued to tease and stroke her.  She protested slightly but was quickly overcome with desire.  She came in waves, one after the other, the pleasure growing so intense and so overwhelming that she fought to free herself, but I just kept tenderly, stroking, and massaging her most sensitive skin until she cried out in abandon.  Loud, frequent shrieks that must have echoed across the camp.

Near the end, she grew desperate and pleaded.  “Please stop.  Please, please.  It’s too intense.  Please” she pleaded, all the time trying to tear from my arms.  Her struggle only added to the raw intensity of the moment. Finally, I let her loose.  She immediately turned and clung to me.  I took one breast in my hand and massaged it lovingly.  She was heaving and I could feel her heart racing.  Her nipples were as hard as my cock.

“I love you,” I said.

“I love you too,” she whispered between breaths.  Her words hung in the darkness, then flowed over me and through me. The emotional impact was physical and overwhelming.  The rest of the world just disappeared in those moments with her.  We were the only existence.

*****

Later that night the sky opened up and a river poured out.  It wasn’t the monsoon, but it was a good imitation.  Monsoons start suddenly, with no warning.  The air gets to a point where it spontaneously turns to water and then it comes down in sheets.  One minute it’s a sunny cloudless day, and an instant later there is water everywhere. 

But this wasn’t a monsoon, even though it dropped damn near as much rain.  Just after midnight a tropical storm came out of nowhere.  If the clouds had been gathering no one saw them, there wasn’t much of a moon.  It announced itself with a light show and an ear-splitting crack.  The ground shook like the mountain was splitting in two, then suddenly the night was gone.  It was as bright as high noon, and I could see clean across the clearing, a good two hundred yards and it stayed light for several seconds. 

I don’t know how many lightning strikes there were.  They were hitting one on top of another and striking the ground all around us.  I saw three or four discharges dead center in our clearing and the flash damn near blinded me.  The air was filled with electricity.   The hair on my arms was standing straight up, and the air crackled.  I kept waiting for the next strike to fry my ass, or someone else's, but no one got hit.  They just scared the shit out of us.  Then the rain came, pelting at us in big heavy globs that splat when they landed.  Everything was soaked within minutes, and it didn’t ease up for hours.

I had people out on guard, and I went to check on them.  They weren’t exactly necessary at that moment.  No enemy could operate in this maelstrom and the whole camp was awake.  The wind was whipping around and gusting something fierce.  It drove the rain at you from the horizontal and I couldn’t see a foot in front of me.  A man could barely move against that wind, and I could hear giant trees crashing in the jungle all around us. They were either breaking in half or being torn out by the roots, then falling with a thunderous clatter that shook the ground.  Between the dark, the water, the lightning, the wind, and the roar of the storm, you could easily lose your sense of direction.

There was no hope of holding the tents down.  They were flying over the camp like ghostly specters.   It was every man for himself, and I grabbed Jenna and her precious cameras and headed toward the trucks.  The canvas covering the truck beds were flapping in the wind and close to blowing away, but the cabs were holding. I pulled rank on a merc and stuffed Jenna into his seat and gave her a lap full of photographic equipment.  The merc was pissed.  I think he thought I was pulling rank on him and was going to climb in after her, but I didn’t.  We both crawled under the truck.  It was the only shelter, and it was crowded under there. Everyone in camp was either in or half under a truck.

They were the only shelter, everything else had blown away.  They rocked like crazy in that wind, and their tarps had all blown away, but the cabs offered some sanctuary.  They had canvas tops, but the wind couldn’t get under them, and they were holding.   We were out of the rain, but it was only a temporary reprieve.  It didn’t take long for the flooding to start.   Streams were breaking out all over camp and before long we were all lying in a puddle.  There was just no escape.

The wind finally died down, but the rain continued. Those little streams were turning into torrents.  One of the trucks was up to its axles and we tried to move it to higher ground.  The tires just spun in the mud and sank deeper.  So, we doubled up under the others.

I was worried about Toliver in this shit. He was still down with Malaria, and weak as a kitten.   It had taken Lexxi and two mercs to drag him under one of the trucks, but when the water started to rise, I started prioritizing who got sanctuary in the truck cabs.  I put Lexxi, Toliver, and the Doc into one and some of the Balinese women in the others.  The rest of us did the best we could.

Most of those trails we’d followed were surging with muddy water and debris that was emptying into our relatively flat campsite.  That whole mountain was soaking up water like a giant sponge and shedding it downhill.  There were roughly six thousand feet of volcanic slope and soil above us and that’s not the best soil to hold water.  It came down at us in cascades and all we could do was wait for it to stop.

It rained all night and the water kept rising.  Our campsite had become a lake and we moved from under the trucks to the truck beds.   A few of us braved the swirling waters, which were up to our mid thighs, in search of canned goods and any food we could find that wasn’t waterlogged.  Everyone got a cold wet meal, but it was better than starving.

There was nowhere to start a fire.  Everything was soaked and there was no dry ground, but Toliver needed hot soup and I laid a few 303 cans marked stew on the engine block then fired up the truck.  Ten minutes later the cans were too hot to touch, but with a pair of gloves and a big knife, I filled up a cup of hot, hearty soup and had Lexxi pour it down him.  Then I fed Jenna and the Balinese girls.  

It rained all night but by mid-morning the sun was shining and the whole place glistened in the tropical sun and all the wetness. The water was draining off quickly, but I had never realized how many low points there were in our clearing.  The receding water left some deep, puddles scattered around and one hell of a lot of mud that clung to our feet like it was molded on.

The chaos was over and it was time to get back to work.  I set a couple of details to go searching for the tents and truck tarps and any pieces of clothing they could find.

I was going around checking on everything and I spotted Jenna.  She had commandeered a couple of wooden shipping crates for a table and had her cameras all broken down and was busy cleaning away and letting the sun dry out the parts.

“Those going to make it?” I asked.

“Yeah.  I was lucky.  Thanks for stuffing me into that truck.  If I’d had to be under it, this would all be ruined,” she answered.

“I had to take care of you.  You’re the only photographer we have.  Besides, you promised to put me in National Geographic,” I teased.

“You’ll be surprised when I do and you’ll owe me,” she quipped.

I checked on Toliver and decided to leave him right where he was.  Lexxi had him all stretched out and he was resting his head in her lap.  The Doc was already out pitching in.  He was a good man, and I was glad to have him along.

“Sit tight,” I advised Lexxi.  “I'll bring you guys some breakfast.”  I looked at my watch that was not working, then looked up at the sun halfway to its zenith.  “Make that brunch,” I correct.

We liberated some gas from the trucks and got some fires going, so when the search teams came back in, they had a hot meal waiting. Then we started drying stuff out.  Absolutely nothing was dry.  Everything was completely soaked, and we had to wring all the canvas and cloth items first.

Then we broke into teams of three or four and wrung as much water out of rest as possible.  We’d have been weeks doing that if it hadn’t been for the tropical sunup there blazing away.  We slept under the stars for two nights, luckily, we retrieved most of the mosquito netting.  It tended to get hung up on brush and was scattered about the south end of the clearing.   By day three, all the canvas was dry as a bone.  A little shrunk, but usable.  Someone got overzealous and hung a couple of truck tarps and a tent too close to a fire. Boy was that puppy flammable.  Soon as it started to dry out, Whoosh!  But we made do.

*****

Mentally, the storm provided a clean slate.  Cleared my mind of yesterday’s baggage and it was time to get to work.  What we’d been doing so far was reconnaissance.  It was information we needed to know, but sooner or later you have to act.  This expedition had two equally important missions.  One, find out what happened to Dr. Collins and his retinue.  Two, capture a breeding pair of Komodo Dragons.  Toliver was still down, and I was getting concerned.  But I figured it was time to get on with what we came for.

Accordingly, I split the camp into two objectives.  Before the storm, Slim had spotted a suspicious clearing that might be one of the previous expeditions.  I sent Zia and his four dayaks to follow it up.  I took Lexi and the mercs and set about finding and trapping some lizards.

*****

We all ate a hearty breakfast and went off to pursue our assigned tasks.  I sent a four-man team to hunt up a lizard, while Lexxi, I, and the rest of the mercs drug out the lizard-capturing equipment.   There was a whole truckload full of it.  

The simplest way would be to tranquilize a few of them.  We had a couple of rifles that shot darts.  Put enough medicine in the dart and it would be sleepy time for the lizard.  At least that’s what they had told us.  The only people that knew for sure were on the first expedition, and they were God only knows where?

The other items were steel traps, big ones, and collars, chains, ropes, and nets.  Lexxi promised the ropes, chains, and steel cables had been tested on elephants and rhinos.  I hoped that was true.  But I’d never seen a tug of war between an elephant and dragon, so I had to take her word for it.  The nets were heavy shit, the kind they lift cargo with.  I figured they had a good chance of working, but it was going to take a lot of muscle to haul them around and I sure hadn’t figured out how to throw them over a three-hundred-pound lizard.

I was worried about the weight of this stuff.  It was going to be a monumental effort even getting the trapping material up to wherever we downed a lizard.  This chain was heavy.  It's going to take a couple of men, just to lift a workable length of it.  The steel cable was lighter on a per foot basis, but it was in a spool and that spool was heavy as hell.  It was like lifting a hunk of iron.

I’d been thinking about this problem since that first night in Bora Bora when Lexxi sat down at my table and charmed me into this little adventure.  We not only had to capture the dragons, but we also had to contain and transport them.  Once we got a dragon down or otherwise immobilized, what then?  We still had to get a quarter ton of reptile into a cage.   Lexxi’s support team back in Boston had devised a scheme that they felt solved the problem, but I was the guy that had to field test it. 

Basically, they built a steel containment cage that completely took up the back of a truck.  I had used the empty space inside the cages to store our supplies, which limited the number of trucks we needed, but it also meant we had to offload all our supplies before we caught a lizard and if we had to move those supplies to a new camp, someone had to carry them.

Each truck had two winches.  There was one on the front bumper where they are usually placed, but they had also mounted one on the rear roof of the cab and had reinforced the frame nearby.  The idea was to drag a dragon up a ramp attached to the back of the truck and into a cage.  Easy Peasy! At least on paper.

By late morning Zia was back and reported finding an abandoned camp. I told them to rest up a few minutes and refill their water and I went to find Lexxi.  It didn’t take long, I figured she was nursing Tate and she was. 

“Hate to pull you away from your patient, but they might have found your father’s camp.  You should be there,” I advised.

“Yes, I should,” She agreed.

“The Doc can keep an eye on Tate while we’re gone,” I promised. 

“Anybody seen Jenna?”

“Right here,” she said.

*****


Chapter Twenty

The campsite was about two hours away and it was a shambles. Looked like it had been neglected for several months.  Tents were torn down, but some corners were still clinging to the stakes in the ground.  Cooking equipment was strewn over the entire area in haphazard piles.  Pots, pans, dishes, cooking, and eating utensils.  No sign of human life. But the jungle had begun to reclaim the camp.  It was overgrown and insects and small reptiles and mammals had begun to make their homes in the debris.

I thought it was strange that the natives had not picked the camp clean.

“Careful everyone, there could be booby traps,” I shouted.

It looked like a scene from a Hollywood movie and Jenna immediately started clicking away with her camera.

I turned to Lexxi.  Her face was locked between disbelief and horror.  We exchanged glances.  Her blue eyes, normally so full of life, were dull and apprehensive.

“Recognize anything,” I asked.

“No, not yet.  But this must be it” she declared.

“Your father’s or the rescue?”

“My father’s.  The rescue team would not have cages for the lizards.  They were strictly rescue,” she informed.

“Careful,” I warned as she started to open a tent flap.  Her hand froze in place.  You never know what you’re going to find doing that.”

“After you,” said Lexxi as she stepped aside, giving me room to enter.  I pushed the tent flap back with my Thompson.  The tent was empty, except for some overturned furniture. A camp cot and a writing table.  Both turned on their sides.  A travel trunk was in the far corner of the tent.  It was upright but had been ransacked.

“That’s my father’s,” Lexxi exclaimed, pushing past me.

“Someone was looking for something,” I noted.

Lexxi did not respond.  I doubt she even heard me.  She had her nose in the travel trunk and was busily going through everything.  Lexxi seemed to be getting more frantic by the moment.

“What are you looking for?” I repeated, this time raising my voice a couple of octaves.

“A diary.  My father always kept a diary,” she answered, without looking up.

“Try the desk,” I advised, pulling it upright.  Something in the desk thudded against the interior and I felt the weight of the desk shift a bit.  I tried the drawer, but it was stuck.

“Break it open,” demanded Lexxi.  “I’ll bet it has a secret compartment.  My father liked gadgets like that.  To him, life was a game.”

I smashed the drawer with the butt of the Thompson. Nothing.  Then I flipped the desk over and stomped my foot on the bottom of the drawer.  The wood splintered and I pulled off a couple of thin boards.  There was a gray book inside.  The kind with a flap that locks.  I handed it to Lexxi.

“That’s it,” she exclaimed.  Then pushed a few things aside so that she could close the travel trunk. I grabbed an upside-down, but usable folding camp chair and placed it next to the truck.  Lexxi sat down to read but then said. “Oh damn.  It’s locked.”

I picked it up and used my knife to slit the locking flap, then handed her back the book.

Lexxi got lost in her reading and I quietly stepped out of the tent, leaving her alone with her thoughts. She looked so meek and vulnerable, half crying, half reading, as she poured over her father’s notes.  My heart went out to her.  Even though she had an adventurous spirit and faced the world with a fearless ferocity, she was still twelve thousand miles from home, deep in a tropical jungle, on the slopes of a somewhat mystical mountain, and surrounded by danger.  She must feel like the world she knew was gone forever and her only comfort was in the arms of strangers.

I inspected the rest of the camp, looking for any clue that would tell me how and why this happened.  Parts of the camp were burned, but others were untouched by flame, but camp items and equipment were overturned and spread around in no apparent order. Camouflage nets were scattered around, draped over cages, and downed tents.  They were the kind the Japanese used to hide their emplacements from the air. The most important question was who?  It seemed a stretch for the witch doctor and his boys.  A physical attack on prominent explorers seemed a bridge too far for the little man.   He had to know that it would come back to haunt him.  Why?  Just to protect his turf?

All he had to do was let them catch their lizards and get the hell out.  Instead, he killed an international team of scientists.  Thereby guaranteeing that someone like myself would come to poke around and want some answers.  Maybe the witch doctor was insane.  Just another megalomaniac to add to the world’s overcrowded collections or maybe there was something that I was missing.  I sensed a hidden hand behind all this, but for the life of me, I could not find a motive or a source. It didn’t make sense.  There was another piece to the puzzle that I was missing.  Maybe Spotts was on to something.  Maybe his mysterious gold mine was in the game.

The cages were made on the spot of bamboo, not transported in.  Some of the cages were too small to hold a lizard.  They must have taken some other specimens as well. Only one of the larger cages was still intact.   The others were in various stages of squash.  It looked like whatever was in the cages got loose and overran the camp.  If it was lizards, I would have expected them to dine on whatever humans were in camp.  I picked through the debris and found a thick rope still looped around what was once a cage door.  I expected to find a tattered end, but the rope end was clean.  The rope didn’t break, it had been cut.

I had visions of a bunch of pissed-off dragons taking their revenge. Their long lizard tongues tasting the air, their massive bodies shoving into tents and dragging the sleeping occupants off into the dark jungle night.  They would have quickly overrun the camp, destroying as they went, their poisonous teeth easily snapping bones and crushing the life out of their victims, even as they tore them apart.  A real-life nightmare and a match to any horror you might conjure up.  The kind that wakes you in a cold sweat.

Dr. Collin’s bunch must have relied on local muscle to capture and transport their lizards.  They had to have hired natives.  My hat was off to Lexxi’s father if he managed to catch and cage lizards with nothing but a few strong men.  But that might have been their Achilles heel.  If Collins had that much native labor, he would have been at the witch doctor's mercy. 

Judging from the cut ropes around two cages, their mission had been at least partially successful. The natives must have been friendly at some point, or they wouldn’t have provided the support needed to hunt and capture the dragons.  So, why did the witch doctor permit them to actually capture lizards before they pulled the plug?

The only reason that I could come up with was that it was the best way to protect their secret, whatever that was.  Someone and I don’t think it was the witch doctor, decided that helping them grab their lizards was the best and quickest way to get rid of their unwanted visitors.  The faster they nabbed a couple of dragons, the quicker they’d be gone.  But something went wrong.    They must have learned something that blew their cover.  When that happened, Dr. Collins’ group became a liability and had to go.  Hopefully, Lexxi would find something in the diary that would shed some light on the situation.

I must have been lost in my thoughts because I didn’t hear Jenna’s gentle voice.  I didn’t even know she was near until she touched me on the shoulder. 

“You, OK?” she asked.

“Yeah.  I was just thinking,” I responded.

“Quite the sight,” she observed. “Terrible way to die.  How’s Lexxi taking it?”

“Not well, but I don’t think all the ramifications have sunk in yet.”

“Do I need to find her?  Offer some support?”

“No, I think she has to work this out on her own,” I judged.

“You get plenty of pictures?”  I asked, changing the subject.

“Some fantastic pictures,” she smiled ear to ear.  “Some could make Life Magazine.”

“That’s all I need,” I declared.  “More sensational press.”

“You’re a hero Jack.  People back home should know about you.”

“I don’t want to be a hero.  I just want to sail these seas and find someone to sail them with me.”

She didn’t answer me, just gave me one of her soft, loving Jenna smiles, and reached out and touched my arm.

Then she got all quiet and asked, “This could be us, couldn’t it?”

“It won’t be,” I promised.  “Sorry you came?”

“No, I’ve still got pictures to take,” she declared, then backed off, squatted down, and started taking candids of me.

“Don’t you ever stop?” I asked.

“No,” she laughed and was off, leaving me to my thoughts.

I looked around the camp again.  Jenna’s question lingered in my mind.  “This could have been us and still could be!”  I’d been cavalier in my answer.  But truth be known, I was afraid that I couldn’t keep my promise. “This won’t be us!” I vowed, but there was no one around to hear me.

The real question at hand was why did this happen?  The Collin’s party must have had the cooperation of the natives in the beginning.  Their manifest showed two 1941 Dodge Power Wagons and a surplus Army jeep.  Those vehicles were nowhere to be found, and the lizards sure as hell didn’t drive them away.  That first expedition didn’t have the funding that we had.  They were obviously working on a shoestring and were highly dependent on local support.  They didn’t have fancy trucks with winches to haul the lizards up a ramp, nor sturdy iron cages to hold them.  They had used pickups, bamboo cages that they cobbled together on the spot, and lots of native muscle.  They would have needed a ton of local manpower to catch and cart off these giant dragons.  At some point, that native help must have vanished.  Probably at the witch doctor’s order.  He either called them off or scared them off. Either way, suddenly Dr. Collins had found himself alone and up shit creek.

As I read it, Dr. Collins was almost done.  He had two Dragons in the bag, and ready for transport.  The easy thing would have been to help Collins and his bunch pack up and wave goodbye.  But instead, they turned on him.  Why?  The Collins’ party either committed some taboo that was irreconcilable, or they saw or learned something they should not have.  Knowledge, that was not to leave the island.  The taboo theory was a long shot.  Collins was a knowledgeable explorer.  He’d trapped animals all over the world surrounded by primitive tribes, and he had interpreters and experts in the local customs and beliefs.  He wasn’t an amateur and it just didn’t fly.

When I put all the pieces together, the bits of information we had gathered, the lingering presence of Japanese in the village, the way those lizards were all strung out, it all added up to Spotts’ goldmine or something similar.  But who was pulling the strings?  It sure wasn’t the witch doctor.   The next time I saw the little man, I was going to ask him some very pointed questions and he was going to answer them come hell or high water.

There wasn’t much chatter on the way back to camp, but everyone sure was on alert.  The gravity of our situation weighed on every member of the team and the men held their Thompson at the ready.  Lexxi and I both checked on Toliver the minute we came back into camp, and he was awake and lucid.  He could barely raise his head off the bed, but he was alive, and I knew the rest would follow.

We tried to tell him about the Collins’ camp, but he drifted off.  At least he was on the mend.  I left him to rest and Lexxi to sit beside him and read her father’s diary.

*****

Lexxi came to find me the minute she found something in the diary.

“Most of the diary was father’s tedious descriptive verbiage, but at the end, he says there are Japs on this island.  Like it was a sudden discovery.  A whole contingent of them, and they would not let him tell them that the war was over.  They just wouldn’t accept this.  Finally, they agreed to leave and ….. Then nothing.  It stops.

“What about the natives?” I asked.

“The witch doctor met them going inland the first day and he offered to help in any way possible. The dragons were taboo, but they would supply the labor to track and capture them if they promised not to kill any, and if they promised to pay in American dollars and leave the trucks and jeep behind when they left.”

“Sounds like they were doing everything possible to get them off this island quickly,” I observed.

“But then they found out about the Japs.  The natives turned hostile immediately and my dad thought they were going to be killed.  But then they agreed to let them leave and they were planning to break camp in the AM.”

“Had to be a ruse to get their guard down.  The Japs would never let him tell anyone about their presence on this island,” I declared.

“No, they wouldn’t,” agreed Lexxi.  “That was his last entry.  My father could be easily deceived.  He saw the good in everyone.  This time it killed him,” she said.

There was deep sorrow in her eyes.  I would have held her if that’s what she wanted, but her body language said no.  So, I left her to her grief.”

*****


Chapter Twenty-One

It was a sunny day with clear skies.  I figure it was perfect for a lizard swarm.  We came to this island to capture, and ship to Boston, a pair of Komodo Dragons and we needed to get at it.  I’d been around these animals in the past and they can be frightening.  I knew from personal experience that they were fast, vicious, incredibly strong, and perhaps most importantly, unpredictable.  They don’t live or hunt in packs, but they do swarm after a fashion.  Once a kill has been made, other lizards can quickly charge in to try and steal the prize.  This can create a dragon free for all, with hungry amped-up lizards coming at you from all directions.  In these situations, it’s easy for the hunter to become the hunted.  I didn’t want that to happen to any of my party.  So, a demonstration was in order.

Toliver was fresh off his deathbed and up on his feet.  He was getting better by the day, but still weak as a kitten and eating like he had a week’s worth of suppers to catch up on, which he did.  He’s always a big eater, but I’d never seen him pile it on like he was doing.   I was amazed and privately hoped he didn’t try to catch up on his drinking.  He also had a week's worth of shaving and bathing to do.  That was his choice of course, but I think Lexxi would have something to say in that department.   I didn’t think a trek through the jungle would be good for him, so I made him ride one of the motorbikes.  Plus, if we had to run, I didn’t want to have to drag his three hundred plus pounds out of the path of a hungry lizard.

Most of the teams exploring the trails had seen a few dragons, but they had instructions to just record the spot and to steer clear of contact.  Often these were solitary sightings.  No other dragons around.  Most of those were the big males, and I assumed that the smaller dragons gave them a wide berth.  Dragons were known to kill each other for food without much hesitation.  But there’d been a few sightings of groups.  More like clusters bunched together close enough to squabble over food and territory.

I needed to impress on my crew the dangers of hunting these animals.  It wasn’t as straightforward as sneaking up on one and tranquilizing it or luring it into a net.  The act of catching or immobilizing one lizard could easily trigger an influx of dozens more.  Safety demanded that everyone understand the nature of the danger and prudence dictated that we develop the appropriate tactics to catch these monsters without someone becoming their lunch.

Dragons alone can be dangerous enough.  They can knock an elephant down with one swing of their massive tails.  However, dragons in a group can be even more devastatingly lethal.  They have a group dynamic that can catch you off guard.  They don’t share their food, but they do fight over it, and ten or twenty dragons in a feeding frenzy, is not something you want to be near.  I wanted the group to learn firsthand, the feeding dynamics of these lizards, so they could fully comprehend their speed, and how quickly just feeding one of them alone, can turn into a free for all.   Once they get a scent of prey, they’re like sharks, and they go straight for the nearest dinner.

I figured that a demonstration would be much more effective than any cautionary tales that I could tell.  A picture is worth a thousand words but being at the center of a moving picture is even more compelling.  I wanted my guys to see and feel the danger of working with these animals.  So, I left a couple of mercs with the camp workers just to play it safe, and the rest of us set out to find a dragon hangout and trigger a swarm.  

I had a clearing about five miles from camp all picked out.  Toliver was a little shaky on that motorbike, and people tended to scatter when he came near them, but it was better than walking.  The clearing was about a hundred yards in diameter and surrounded by thick brush.  Perfect for what I had in mind.

I sent Zia and his boys ahead of the rest of us to flush any dragons on our side of the clearing and chase them to another area.  I could hear them firing as we approached, and I held up the column until it stopped.  I had everyone sling their Thompsons across their backs, and they all had shotguns.  We had modified the shotguns with a long pole that split into a Y at one end.  They were mounted much like a bayonet.   The pole stuck about two or three feet out from the shotgun, giving it about a four-foot reach counting the length of the gun.  The crux of the Y could be used to push the animals away from you and divert its path. 

Pushing a two- or three-hundred-pound animal is not easy.  It takes a lot of muscle and will power.  Especially if they are resisting.  At that distance you are damn close, and you can smell their overpowering stench and see the caustic drool dripping from their lips.  It’s not a job for the faint of heart.  But if all else fails, you can pull the trigger and start pumping rounds like your life depends on it, which it certainly will.

Jenna of course was tagging along.  This was one of the high points of the trip and there was no way she was going to miss it.  She had at least three cameras hanging off of her,

“Why three?”  I asked 

“Different lenses,” she answered.

“Can’t you change the lens?”

“Yes, but it takes time, and in this dust, I could get dirt in the camera. So, I brought three.”  She smiled at me, and the sun caught a glint of the hazel in her eyes.  It was striking and almost made me forget the danger we were about to conjure up.

“Just be alert,” I cautioned.  “Give me the camera you want least.  I’ll carry it and it will be ready if you need it.  You might need to move fast, and I want you alive at the end of this,” I instructed.

“Is it really that dangerous?”

“It’s incredibly dangerous and you’ll see for yourself very soon.  Please don’t argue,” I answered.

“Alright,” she mumbled and handed me a camera, which I slung around my neck.

Zia and his boys did a good job of beating the bushes on our side of the clearing.  It was completely lizard free.  I held the group at the southern fringes of the clearing, and I took the goat out into the center and tied it to a tree.  Then I ran like hell to get back to the group.  Jenna's camera was bouncing around at the movement and I had to take it in my hand.  So, I had the shogun with the Y bayonet, and a camera as I was running.  I started to appreciate why Jenna often looks like she is struggling.  Lugging all that equipment around is harder than it looks and when you’re running, it just naturally swings contrary to your movements.

I knew what was going to happen, I’d seen it before.  After the first kill, the dragons would get stirred up and smell the prey.  They’d pour out of the surrounding brush, like hungry ants.  One whiff of the scent of the kill, and they’d be coming from any direction, and we’d have to be alert to keep from getting bit, or worse, eaten whole.  It could happen faster than any of us could react.  I was especially worried about Jenna.  She gets so focused on what’s in front of her camera lens that she could easily be blindsided by another dragon.

I’d barely reached my group and turned around.  Couldn’t have been more than thirty seconds since I tied the goat.  A dragon had already smelled the bait and was marching into the clearing heading straight for the goat.  He strutted like he didn’t have a care in the world, and that he was the king of his domain.   The lizard made a beeline for that goat, his huge head swaying and his long, forked tongue tasting the air at every step.

The goat was frantic and started moving around, tugging at his leash, and bleating like crazy.  I felt sorry for it.  It had only seconds to live.  The lizard ran straight in.  It kind of threw its legs out to the side when it ran.  They call that paddling when a horse moves that way, but it’s the Komodo’s natural gate and they can hit twelve to fifteen miles per hour moving like that.  A human can hit twenty, but it’s only in short bursts.  We can’t sustain it.  A marathoner clocks in at around six miles per hour.  So, if you have a dragon on your ass, the outcome depends entirely on who gets tired first.

He ran right up to that goat and grabbed it by the throat, then shook the life out of it.  No sooner had that goat gone down, than other dragons came running out from the brush.  There were a good half dozen of them, all coming from different locations.  Two of them closed in on the dragon with the goat. Each grabbed a chuck of that goat, and they had a bit of a tug of war until the goat came apart. 

The remaining dragons went after the pieces like a pack of wolves.  Their great jaws ripping off huge chunks of meat and swallowing them whole.  I could hear the bones crack as their jaws clamped.  Lexxi said they had seven or eight times the bite strength that we have and hearing the bones splinter as if they were eggshells, I was certain that she was right.

Within a few minutes of the goat kill, there were a dozen dragons roaming around in the clearing. All in search of a meal.  Jenna stepped out in front and started taking pictures like crazy.  She didn’t know which way to shoot first, but she did exactly what I was afraid of and didn’t keep track of what was going on around her.  I couldn’t watch both her and everyone else, so I left the others to draw what lessons they could from the lizard free for all and stuck close to Jenna.

There was one coming up on her right and I moved to block its approach.  I wished my head was on a swivel because Jenna kept moving around depending on what possible shot caught her fancy.  Shooting first here and then there.  She didn’t see half the dragons that closed in on her from her blind side.  I fended off two with my Y stick then I saw real danger.

A new one had come out of the brush, a big sucker, and was racing toward Jenna.  I closed with her and warned her, but the dragon kept coming and he was moving fast. We barely had time to escape.  I grabbed her by the arm and forced her along. 

“Run!” I shouted.  “Run like your life depends on it.”

Luckily, she obeyed instantly and ran ahead of me.  “What is it?”

“He’s got our scent, run toward the other goat, he needs to require the goat’s scent, or he’ll chase us down. Veer off to the left and I’ll lead him away.

“No,” she shouted back.

Damnit, do as you’re told,” I yelled.  “Do it now!”

Jenna did as instructed, and I veered in the other direction.  The dragon followed me, and we were both running flat out.  I led him down wind of the other goat. 

“Clear the area,” I shouted, and my party scattered.

He wasn't gaining, but he wasn’t falling behind either. It was mostly a dead heat.  Eventually caught the scent of the goat and turned toward it.  That gave me a chance to circle back to find Jenna.  I saw her fifty yards away.  She was back to taking more pictures.   Some of the other dragons had also caught the new goat scent and were swarming on the dragon with the second goat.

I yelled for everyone to clear the area. Things were getting out of hand, and there were dragons everywhere.  It took me a few minutes to work my way back to Jenna, there were lizards all over the fucking place and I had to shove three out of my path with the Y stick.  I looked around and some of the mercs were getting the hang of it. Others were hanging back.  One of the mercs had let one get too close and opened up with his Thompson.   The other lizards ignored the gunfire and swarmed in on the wounded dragon. I tried to take note of which mercs were able to handle the dragons.  But I only got some of them right.  It was chaos for a while.

I finally got back to Jenna and let her take a few more pictures.  Then I called a halt to the whole thing and had people make their way back to our edge of the clearing.  One of the larger dragons was so fired up in a frenzy that it snatched up a smaller one and made himself a meal.   By smaller, I mean at least two hundred pounds and nine feet long.   Then some others came in to try and steal part of that kill.  The dragon tails were particularly lethal.  They swung them around like a scythe cutting down the hay.  There was enormous power in those tails and they could sweep an area clear.  If that tail hit you, it would knock you off your feet and you’d land on the ground in this mess of carnivores.  You’d be unlikely to survive.

Zia took the lead back to camp and I hung back to take a headcount and double-check the clearing to make sure we had all of our people.  There were some very sober expressions as they filed past me.  Usually, these forays through the jungle are pretty quiet, but on this occasion, there was a lot of chatter.  Back at camp, I held a brief meeting.  My first question was “What did you learn?”

Peterson, one of the mercs spoke up, “man that was wild.”

“Yeah, it sure was,” another called out.

“What about tactics?  How do we stay safe trying to capture a target lizard in the middle of a scene like that?” I asked. 

That brought silence.

“Well give it some thought. Talk amongst yourselves.  We’ll break into teams for the captures and each team will agree on their tactics before they move on a lizard,” I informed. 

“Go get some lunch,” I said, dismissing the group, “you’ve all earned some.”

*****

I had a meeting with Lexxi and Toliver about our next step.  Toliver was weak and really dragging his ass after the morning’s adventure and I sent him back to bed for more rest.  Lexxi and I went round and round about the size of the lizard to capture.  I wanted a smaller one that was still growing.  A smaller animal would be a lot less dangerous to work with and be easier to both capture and transport.  But Lexxi had her heart set on one of the giants and she was paying the bills.  So, after lunch, we set out to do just that.

*****

We had a lizard to catch, and I wouldn’t let Toliver anywhere near it.  He didn’t have his strength back, nor his speed.  So, I took Parker with me and three other mercs.  I scouted out a liar and by weaving around the scrub, we could get the truck right up to it.  But first, we had to immobilize that lizard, one way or the other. 

The size of the lizards to catch had become a running argument between Lexxi and me.  Despite the danger of swarming, the smaller ones were just plain easier and safer to handle.  But Lexxi insisted on a big one and it was her show.  On the plus side, they were more solitary because they ate their neighbors.  So, In some respects that made it safer because they couldn’t swarm.  On the other hand, despite all our meticulous planning, we didn’t come prepared for giant lizards that were 25% to 50% bigger than anyone ever expected.

I took point and the mercs flanked me in support.  I had a tranquilizer gun and so did one of the other mercs.  Parker had a pump shotgun, and the other two mercs had Thompsons. I had my doubts about the tranquilizers.  They were just too easy and nothing on this trip had been easy.  Lexxi swore they had tested it on alligators, but alligators are a lot smaller than a full-grown Komodo dragon.  There was no guarantee that the doses we had were powerful enough to do the job.  Besides, these super dragons that were manipulated on this island were much bigger than expected.  But like good soldiers, we loaded up the rifles and I snuck a double dose in one and kept that with me.

I finally spotted one, he was sunning himself and was acting like he didn’t notice us.   But I didn’t buy it.   But he was ready and just playing possum.  I’d dealt with these critters before.  They were really cagey for a reptile.  People think reptiles are stupid, but I’ve seen crocs and these dragons come up with some clever moves.  So, I was going to be extra cautious.

I got a little closer.  He was a big boy, a good eleven or twelve feet.  I put his weight at around 350, maybe four hundred pounds.  As I approached this big boy, I was wishing that I had tried harder to convince Lexxi to collect some of the smaller ones.  Grab a youngster and let them grow.  That sounded like good advice to me, but she wouldn’t have it.

He still didn’t move. I knew he was waiting to spring at me, and I wasn’t going that close.  I was about a hundred feet from him, even that was closer than I wanted.  These things could move like lightning when they needed to.  Then I took aim and popped him with a dart.  It must have stung because the lizard raised up and bellowed.  It wasn’t exactly what you’d call a roar, but he hissed up a storm, and in some ways that freaks you out even more.  Loud, long, drawn-out hisses.

Lexxi had packed in half again the dart dosage, considering the size of the dragons on this island.  The dart guns were single shot, so I had to make it count.  I had him in my sights and was just about to squeeze the trigger, when I heard a “click,” “click,” “click” off to my right.  He didn’t move, so I turned and swept Jenna up with one arm and kept the dart rifle in the other. 

She was kicking and screaming and took her back a good fifty yards before dumping her on the ground. 

I’d never seen her so mad, but I didn’t care.

“Ya could have gotten us both killed,” I warned, and it wasn’t my friendly voice.  “If you can’t follow the rules I set out, you’re going to be confined to camp.”

“I wanted to get a good shot when he rose up,” she insisted.

Then a merc shouted, “Straw” and I heard the wine of the other dart gun. 

“Stay here,” I ordered and ran back toward the lizard.  He had a dart in him, right in the sweet spot and boy was he pissed.  Flailing, throwing his body about, bending himself back around so he could get at the dart.  He couldn’t reach it, so he rolled.  All four hundred plus pounds of him.  The ground shook a little and the dust flew up in great tan clouds.  For a few seconds I couldn’t see him, and I couldn’t see the other men.  Then he charged out of that cloud.  He’d gotten a lot closer with his rolling and he was on his feet now.  All I saw coming out of the whirl of dust was a lizard snout, a lizard tongue, and an open mouth.

I leaped sideways, rolled head over heels, and came up shooting.  I put another dart in him, then spun around to look for Jenna and Lexxi.  They were well away.  But Jenna was on her feet and taking snapping pictures. I kept waiting for him to go down.  He had enough tranquilizers in him to make him sleep for a month.  But he was acting like it was nothing.   Then he charged right at me, and I heard Parker pumping that shotgun like a pro.  One of the other mercs opened up with his Thompson as well and I fired two shotgun loads, right down his throat and damn near at point blank range.  The lizard went down and stayed down, but his head was literally at my feet.

“Stay away from it,” I shouted as I backed away.  “Let’s give it some time,” I advised.

“Everyone all right,” I yelled.  There was still a lot of dust in the air, and I didn’t have a head count.

“That was exciting,” Jenna beamed.  “Can I get a closeup?”

I unslung my Thompson that was across my back and approached the lizard barrel first.  I poked it a few times and looked in its eye.  It wasn’t breathing, there was blood in its mouth and the eyes were lifeless.  Not that that was much of a tell.  They looked pretty fucking unemotional normally.

“Pretty sure it's dead,” I announced.”

“You want a sample or something?” I asked Lexxi.

“No.  Jenna’s pictures will do.”

“Do you mind measuring it and having her photograph it?”

I sent one of the mercs to get a tape from the truck and we ran it tip to tail and held it and stood next to it to give it a sense of scale.  Then we just left it there to rot.  It wasn’t what I wanted.  But there was nothing else to do with it.  I figured there was a good chance that it would draw a few other dragons and they could fight over who gets first choice.

*****


Chapter Twenty-Two
 

It was late in the afternoon by the time we got back to camp.  Just an hour or so to dusk, and I could smell dinner being cooked, so I called it a day.

Toliver was up and around and wanted a blow by blow.  I was in no mood to relive the afternoon's events.  What I wanted was a drink, dinner, and Jenna.  In that order.

“We tried it your way.  Now let’s try mine,” I insisted as I sat down across from Lexxi.

“I still want a big one,” she argued

“I’ll make you a deal.  I’m going to put two young ones in cages for you.  A male and a female.  After that, if you still want to risk lives to get a big one. We’ll talk about it.”

“Ok,” she finally agreed.

I turned to Toliver who was shoveling down dinner like it was his last meal.  “I see you’re feeling better,” I noted.

“Oh, he is!” chimed in Lexxi and that little comment got everyone’s attention.

“I’ll be my old self by morning,” he promised.

“I’d feel better if you rested another day,” I declared.  “You were down a long time!”

“I’m fine, Jack,” he complained.

“Nonetheless, I’ll take Parker with me tomorrow.”

“If you insist,” he grumbled. 

“I do.”

I had started including Parker in my planning.  He was just too good a man to pass up.  At first, I had been suspicious of him.  He just stood out.  Not your run of the mill “stay behind GI”.

So, I played a hunch one day.  I had a little scouting to do, so I took Parker out with me.  Just the two of us.  His record looked pretty good, and he was always alert and making good decisions in the field.  He seemed like a natural leader and the other mercs treated him with respect. 

We’d been out a couple of hours, just exploring a trail we hadn’t marked yet. We talked a little and then walked in silence for a while.  It was the usual trail pattern of behavior.

We’d stopped to rest, and he’d just taken a swig of water.  He was mid-sip and I hit him with a question. 

“Did you know Lars Larsen?” I asked.

There it was, damn near imperceptible, but he paused.  It was just for a quarter of a second and he covered it well, but there was no mistaking the interruption in his motion.

I could tell by the look on his face that he was wondering if he’d given himself away.  I couldn’t see any reason to make him squirm.  So, I asked. 

“How long have you worked for Mickey Spotts?”

“What gave me away?”

“You’re a cut above the rest.  Spotts is too good at what he does to send in a clown.  Had to be either you or the doc.  Maybe it’s both.  Possibly Cavaleri, but I put my money on you.”

“If it’s the doc, I don’t know about it.  Mickey plays his cards close.”

“Spotts picked me right out of the marine corp.  I was headed home, but there’s really nothing there for me. My family is dead, and my girl married an accountant with asthma that stayed stateside.  Spotts offered me a job, and an adventure, and I said yes.”

“Mickey’s a good man,” I declared.

“He thinks the world of you.  In certain ways.”

“I can imagine.”

“Says you always get the job done, but it's seldom the way he’d do it. But the doing is what’s most important.”

“Sounds like Mickey,” I agreed.

“Now what?” Asked Parker.

“Nothing changes.  I don’t care how many men he’s got in my group as long as I call the shots.”

“With Toliver down, I need a good man.  Can I rely on you?”

“Unless you step way out of line.”

“Have I?”

“No.”

“And I won't unless everything turns to shit.  Then I’ll do what has to be done to get as many of us out of here alive as I can.  Fair?”

“Good enough for me,” Parker promised.

“For now, let’s just keep this conversation between us,” I suggested.  “I’ll fill in Toliver and Zia.  Anything you need to report to Spotts?  We’ve been keeping him up to date as much as radio silence permits.  Slim’s the one sending him messages.”

“No.  No message.  I’ll tell you when I need to,” said Parker.

Since I had everyone I needed in one spot, Toliver, Zia, Parker, Lexxi, Jenna, and myself, I opened a discussion on a puzzle I’d been working on and passed around my map. 

With Slim’s help from the sky above, I had plotted all the places where we had sighted dragons.  It made a strange pattern.  I didn’t see it at first.  But as I added sightings, the pattern began to emerge, and it didn’t make sense.  I’m not a zoologist by any stretch of the imagination, but I can tell when something is not natural.

I handed Lexxi the map and she studied it. 

“Take a good look and tell me what conclusions, if any, you can draw?” I asked.

She was quiet for a long time.  “You’re sure these locations are correct?” she finally said.

“I double-checked everything,” I assured.

“This is weird.  The lizards would never distribute in this manner.  They are territorial and seldom wander more than a few hundred yards from where they are born.  Any natural distribution would radiate outward in an ever-expanding circle only.  The only thing that would disturb the pattern would be geographic features, cliffs, barriers, and water obstacles,” Lexxi informed.

“That’s exactly what I thought” I agreed.  “Unless there is something around that is keeping the lizards spread out like that, I couldn’t see how that could happen.”

“How would you get them all spread out like that,” I asked.  “It’s almost a large half circle.  It doesn’t precisely follow the elevation contours, but it's close.”

“That’s easy.  Move the eggs.  They’d hatch in the new location and that would be their home,” replied Lexxi.

“Wouldn’t want to be the egg mover,” observed Taylor.

“Dicey job,” Parker agreed.

“It’s almost like they’re surrounding something,” Lexxi observed thoughtfully as she continued to stare at the map.

“Surrounding or guarding?” I replied.

“Guarding?” She responded and looked up.  Our eyes met.  “Remember that Nazi notebook.  Maybe he wasn’t making lizard soldiers.  Do you think he could have been making lizard guards?”

“Guards for what?” I asked.  “There’s nothing on this mountain worth guarding, unless that gold mine is real!”

“Spotts sure thinks it's real,” contributed Parker.

“Or something else of significant value,” Lexxi corrected. 

That stopped the conversation.  I hadn’t thought of that.  But it needed to be considered. 

Then Lexxi gave me a look.  She’d evidently picked up on Parker and Spotts connection. 

“Later,” I replied to her directly.

“What is worth wiping out two scientific expeditions, maybe even three?” I asked.

“Gold would be.   But what else?  I think you better find out, Jack Straw,” Lexxi said.  Her words sounded like an order.  Not exactly an order.  It wasn’t a command either.  It was an imperative and I agreed.

I looked up at her blue eyes.  They were concerned and scared.

“What have I gotten us into?” she asked.

“I don’t know.  But like you said.  I sure as hell better find out and damn quick.”

“Give me the map for a minute,” I said.  “I have an idea.”

I took the map for a moment and laid it flat on the table, then I drew a few straight lines.  They were all at right angles to the locations of dragon density.  Then I studied the map.  The lines all crossed in one area. Those dragons were both guards and a smoke screen.  A hindrance to keep nosy people out.  Something was inside that ring, and we had to go in and find out what.

“What’s this little spiral mark you made?” asked Zia.

“That marks what we thought was a volcanic vent.  There’s been smoke coming out of that area since we got here.  We always assumed that it was a natural hot spot, but maybe it’s something else” I answered.”

“It’s very near the center of your lines,” he observed.

“Parker,” I asked.  “What do you think?  You think that has something to do with Spotts’ gold mine?”

“I don’t know.  A lot of things don’t add up on this mountain, but I think we better go find out” he answered.

“I think come morning, we’ll do exactly that,” I said.  “But I don’t want to go in force.  Not at first anyway.  This calls for some very stealthy reconnaissance,” I advised.

“Zia, you mind running this down for us?” I asked.

“Consider it done, Jack.”

“You mind taking Parker with you.  It’s his beat,” I observed.

“Not if he can keep up,” Zia teased.

“Zia, Parker, Get some sleep, cause you’ll leave while it’s still dark.  I want you to be there at first light,” I instructed.

“That means you’ll need me for the lizard capture,” objected Toliver.

“I’ll be fine.  I’ll take Cavaleri.  He’s got nerve and is quick on his feet.  You go to bed?” I insisted.

*****

The next day we tried the goat trick again.  I was out to catch a smaller dragon and I certainly didn’t intend to make another swarm, but it sure as hell ended up that way.  I stacked out the goat and figured I’d draw two or three dragons, but there were lizards all over that part of the mountainside and they just poured out of the underbrush like ants to a barbeque.  They were running every which way, even more chaos than that first day.  So, we backed off for a few minutes to let things settle down.

I finally got a dart into one and it went down.  We still had Lexxi’s super load and it worked great on the smaller one.  As soon as it was out for the count, one lizard on the outskirts of the three or four going at the goat turned to us and we of course backed off.  He was a big sucker, probably the biggest one on the field.  He studied the downed dragon for a few minutes, then raised up and raced toward it and gave it a nudge.  There was no response from the downed lizard. Then he suddenly lunged forward, grabbed it by the neck, and shook it.  The attacking lizard was about half again as big and had no problem lifting the other’s entire body into the air. 

Almost too quickly to realize, four or five other dragons closed on the kill.  They didn’t let that dragon’s size deter them one bit.  They just started tearing the dead dragon apart right out of the big dragon's mouth.  Almost within the blink of an eye our lizard was in pieces and being swallowed. I’d seen sharks in a feeding frenzy, but these guys were rabid.   It was frightening as hell to watch.  A man caught in the middle of that would be gone in seconds.

A nearby dragon, one way too close, swept the area with its tail.  I saw it coming out of the corner of my eye and leaped into the air.  By the time I landed the tail was coming back in my direction again. I jumped again, but this time I was moving out of range. 

We had made the mistake of bringing two goats, one was held at the tree line on our side.  The stupid animal started bahhhing, and a couple of the dragons turned toward us, their long, forked tongues tasting the air. 

“Back off I yelled to everybody on the team. “There’s too many of them!

Moments later three or four of them swarmed the goat and that was the last of our bait.

We fell back to the camp to regroup and get another goat.

“That went well,” someone observed sarcastically, and I had to agree.

*****

We were back again early in the afternoon, but this time I had a better plan, and we had more men.

We only brought one goat and I tied it in the middle.  Just like before one came racing toward the bait and there was a quick kill.   Then a few others were brave enough to venture out.  There weren’t as many as in the morning.  Dragons are opportunity feeders and will eat whenever prey is present.  But they also take a while to digest what they eat.  They use those massive jaws to tear off great chunks of meat, but they don’t waste time chewing.  They just swallow them whole.  Lexxi says all those bacteria in their teeth might help them break down the meat and aid in absorption.  At least that’s one theory.  I’m do know about that, but you can sure see a putrid mess of saliva and flesh hanging out of their mouths.  When they opened up wide it’s a god-awful smell even from a surprising distance.  It’s enough to make a man gag.

Anyway, there were fewer of them, so it was a little easier and we were smarter.  While the others were fighting over the goat, we put another one out.  But this time we waited for the stragglers and used the Y sticks to herd it in another direction.  It didn’t like that one bit, but it was only a couple of hundred pounds and a lot easier to handle. When we had it a few hundred feet from the rest, I popped it with a dart and the other men closed in around it to fend off the other dragons.  Then we threw a rope around it, dragged it to the truck, and lowered the ramp.  After that, it was a simple matter of hitting the wench and pulling that critter up into the cage.

“Take it slow,” I said to the driver, and I’ve seldom been so glad to leave a place.

*****

We were greeted by cheers when we rolled into camp with a lizard all caged up.  Everyone crowded around, especially those Balinese beauties.  I let them all get a good look then shooed them away and set some pretty strict access rules.  Having a captive lizard took guards, and that diminished our field manpower.

Zia was in camp when we turned, we had a long talk, and he gave me a map he had drawn.

“How’d Parker do?”

“Fine.  Good operator,” he answered.  Coming from Zia, that’s a big complement.  When it comes to jungle and combat prowess, he has some very high standards.

But he brought bad news.  There were Japs on the island, probably in company strength and they’d been here long enough to have honeycombed the cliffs on the western slope of the volcano with tunnels, trenches and spider holes of all shapes and sizes.  A traditional frontal assault was out of the question.

They were mining something and smelting something.  You could hear the noise echoing off the jagged cliffs of the deep, narrow valleys.  He couldn’t get close enough to pin-point the mine, but it was somewhere in the maze of volcanic rock outcroppings. 

There were automatic weapons covering all the southern approaches to their stronghold and the command center was at least two hundred feet straight up the cliff wall.  A steep trail weaved its way down the almost sheer rock wall in a series of switchbacks. 

“Well, that’s just peachy,” I said. “We’re outnumbered ten to one and we’d need a twenty to one force to even think about taking the place.”

“That’s my assessment as well,” agreed Zia.

“Fuck it.  We don’t have to attack.  There is no real reason to.  We’ll just ignore them.  If we have to, we’ll box them in.  But we won’t ever have to attack. 

We’ll keep an eye on them but go about our business.  Pretend we don’t know they are there.  Let’s just grab our lizards and skedaddle.  If they come out looking for us, that’s different, and they’ll have to fight on open ground.  We just need to make sure we have a blocking force and some surprises for them if they come looking for trouble.

“It’s either that or cut and run,” judged Zia.

“We’re not doing that.  At least not yet,” I said.  “From now on I’m going to concentrate on hunting lizards.  You and whoever else you need, can watch our flank.  Deal?”

“Deal, Jack!” committed Zia and we shook hands.

*****

The following day I was on the trail of a dragon, and I had slowed to almost a creep.  I couldn’t see it, but I knew it was near.  Maybe close enough to strike.  Suddenly my walkie-talkie squawked.

“This is Dragon 4 to Dragon 1,” came the voice of Slim.  A little clipped, but I could understand him.

“This is Straw, go,” I replied, backing back down the trail.  I still didn’t know where that damn dragon was hiding, and I didn’t want my distractions to offer it a perfect opportunity to strike.

“That ship is back in the inlet,” advised Slim.

“When? Over,” I asked.

“Anchoring now, over,” shot back Slim.

“Roger.  Keep an eye on it. Dragon 1 out,” I ordered.

I looked at my watch. Did I have time to get up that slope, find that cove, and follow whoever was dropping whatever at the ship?  I didn’t tell Slim, because I didn’t know who was listening, but I was going to make tracks for that cove.  If someone was listening, I had just told them that Dragon 1, probably the head honcho, was named Straw.

“Fallback, withdraw,” I shouted.  “Cavalieri, you’re in charge.  Keep an eye on Jenna and go straight back to camp and remain there. Maintain radio silence. Do not stir up any dragons.  Clear?”

“Clear Jack,” came the crisp reply.

Then I slung my Thompson and hauled ass back down the trail.  It took me almost an hour of jogging to get back to our camp.  I debated calling Zia and Toliver, but I didn’t want to broadcast what we were doing.  I assumed that they both would have heard Slim’s radio chatter and would be heading either back to camp or toward the cove, depending on where they were on the mountain.  Turned out that I wasn’t wrong.

*****


Chapter Twenty-Three

I was pretty winded when I broke into the clearing, but I didn’t stop to rest.  Two of the motorcycles were there and I jumped on one and picked the trail that I thought offered me the fastest route to the inlet.  I pointed the bike upslope and a little to the east, twisted it to full throttle, and hung on.  The engine gave a comforting roar, backfired, and shot flames, then lurched ahead.

I rode for over two hours.  Zigging and zagging through rocks, brush, dead logs, and trees.  I had trouble keeping my bearings and Slim circled a few times until I reset my course.  He was smart enough not to broadcast instructions, but he did wag his wings when he was flying in the right direction.

I was making a mad dash.  I hadn’t heard from Toliver or Zia, and I cursed the need for radio silence. I sure wanted to know if they were coming. They could be half a mile behind me or still back at camp or even ahead of me.  But I didn’t want whoever was up ahead to know we were coming.  Radio chatter between me and the plane had been ambiguous, it should not have been a giveaway.

They could obviously see the plane and had heard our chatter, but we had ground-to-plane chatter all the time. They would have been used to listening to that.  It told them little.  Reference points and code names.  Whoever was listening would have trouble putting it all together.  But ground-to-ground transmissions that inferred that we were coming was not something I wanted to broadcast.  It could end in an ambush.

The enemy could probably see the plane, but what could that do for them?  It wasn’t useful information.   They’d seen the plane every day.  The ship had come despite the plane’s continued presence.  You can’t hide a ship from a plane or outrun one.  Someone had to have decided that it didn’t matter.  Or else they were desperate.  I suppose there was some risk of them trying to shoot it down, but that would drastically alter the game. I had to presume that they knew how well armed we were and until now, those weapons had been silent.  A downed plane would up the ante and turn this mountain into its own little war zone. 

I was getting pretty high up on the slope and the brush had thinned out, but the rocks hadn’t.  I was making good time, but suddenly the bike engine whined loudly, and I was flying through the air.  Then everything went black.

A sharp pain brought me out of it.  I was laying on my back and awoke to Toliver’s big hands slapping my face.

“Jesus man, take it easy,” I groaned as my head began to clear. 

I tried to get up but quickly fell back down.  “Woah,” I said as the world began to spin.

“Dizzy?”

“Very.  What time is it?”

“Almost 1400,” answered Toliver.

“My head spun as I tried to calculate the time.  Toliver could see that I was having trouble and did the calculation for me. 

“We’ve got an hour left, maybe two,” he advised.

“Get going,” I said.  “I’ll be along shortly.  I just need a few minutes.”

“You’re sure?” he pressed.

“Yes go,” I’ll follow, and Zia should be along any minute.  Follow them, Tate. We have to find some advantage.”

“Will do.  Don’t push yourself.  I can handle this,” he declared.

“I know you can.  Just don’t break the bike.  It’s not made for a tub of lard like you,” I replied.

“Fuck you, Straw,” he answered.  Then I heard the sound of the bike revving and he was gone.

It took me about a good fifteen to twenty minutes to be able to stand up.  It was obvious that I had a concussion.  The Doc would tell me to just lay back, but don’t go to sleep.  Good advice, but there was work to do and the only way not to sleep, was to keep moving.

I was at the overlook within half an hour.   Toliver had stashed his bike about a half mile away and walked the rest of the way.  I didn’t want the sound of the engine to warn anyone, so I did the same.  I tried to jog but fell.  After that, I just walked as fast as I could without the world spinning.

The ship was just departing when I arrived.

When we got to the overlook, the boat was just pulling out.  But the shore crew would have to climb that trail, and it was about 4,000 feet of elevation.   That would take some time.  We’d made it!  We just needed to wait until they climbed the path and then follow them. 

I studied the cove for a few minutes, then pulled my head back in. We were well concealed. 

“It’s the tide,” I said.  “That’s why the time window.  They can only navigate the ship in that cove at high tide.  Maybe only at certain especially high tides?

“The ship is leaving, what should I do?” squawked Slim.

“Follow it.  Broadcast course, speed, and description to my uncle Mickey and tell him to check the sightings times versus the tide tables. Dragon 1 out.”

“Will do.  Dragon 4 Out.”

That would temporarily leave us without air cover, but it was another clue and maybe Spotts could get some answers.

“Where the hell is Zia?” I complained.

“He was scouting west of us.  He might be a while.  Plus, he’s on foot.”

“Those guys have to climb back up.  That’s the same trail you and I took that first day on this rock.  We can pick up their trail there,” I said.

“You ok for this?”

“I’m not sure,” I answered.

“You ok alone?”

“Yes, I’m the one that taught you this jungle shit. Remember?”

“But you don’t have all your strength back yet,” I cautioned.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Take my ammo.  You might need it,” I advised and pulled out six clips for the Thompson, all taped back-to-back jungle style.

“This’ll be plenty.  If it ain’t, there’ll be more trouble than I can handle,” Toliver judged.

“Here take some extra rations.  No telling how long you’ll be out there,” I added, rummaging in my pack.

“Mark the trail.  I’ll send Zia after you if he ever shows up.

“He’ll be here.  That little guy would die for you.”

“I know.  I’d do the same for him,” I answered.

Then Toliver was gone.  It always amazed me how quietly a man of Tate’s size could move through brush and jungle.  I’m noisy by comparison. He’s just like one of those big lizards that can sneak up to within a few feet and you’ll never know it.

I lay back and rested.  God, I wanted to sleep, but I fought it.  I pulled myself to a sitting position and leaned against a tree, my eyes alternating between drooping and popping wide open.  The urge to sleep was almost overwhelming.  But I was still awake when Zia showed up about four hours later with his Dayaks.

“Tate’s marking a trail for you.  Follow them to wherever they are hiding,” I said.

“We got it, Jack,” Zia assured. “Are you going to be ok?”

“I think so.  I took a spill on the bike and I'm pretty sure I have a concussion,” I informed. “I’ll start back down when you leave.”

“I can send one of my men back with you,” Zia offered.

“No, I can make it.  You might need all of your force.”

Then they were gone, even more quietly than Tate.  One minute I was talking to them, the next I was alone.

*****

When I finally got on my feet, I was feeling much better.  It didn’t take me long to get to the motorcycles.  I hopped on one and took it slow, as I worked my way downslope.  I tried to retrace my steps but got off course a couple of times.  My head was feeling better, the dizziness had subsided, but I was far from normal.  My progress was too slow, and the dark was closing in on me.  I finally climbed a tree, wedged my body in the crook of a couple of branches, and strapped myself in.  That is when I discovered all the other bruises.  My stomach was growling so loud I thought it might attract a predator and I was regretting giving Toliver my rations.  But he was going to need them more than me.  I was just a few miles from breakfast, but I would not be able to find it in the dark.

I had no choice but to risk sleep.  Fighting it was futile.  I’d never make it through the night, even allowing for the quality of my bed.  I was soon out for the count and the next thing I remember the sun was shining and the birds were chirping.  I stirred to a body screaming in pain.  I had slept on every bruise I had and probably made some new ones.  They were all letting me know.  My arms were also a mass of mosquito bites, with I’m sure a smattering of tree spider bites and others mixed in.  Both arms and both legs were puffing up.  I should have climbed higher.

I rode into camp around 11:00 and was glad to find a soft bed, then I stretched out to soothe my bruises.  There had been no word from Toliver or Zia. But that was expected, they were on radio silence.  Slim was doing passes over that part of the mountain, but the foliage was dense, and it completely obscured the ground. 

“We were worried about you,” exclaimed Jenna when she brought me my breakfast or should I say lunch.  I hadn’t eaten in about twenty-four hours.

“Don’t scare me like that,” Jenna scolded.

“Sorry,” I’ll try not to.

The food was gone in a flash and then I lay back down and was instantly asleep.

Just before I drifted off, I heard Jenna’s voice saying, “I’ll find the Doc,” but I was too far gone to respond.

*****

I kept everyone close for a day or so, in camp and on alert.  I wasn’t feeling that well and had some brain fog.  I was also low on manpower as well as lieutenants.  Toliver, Zia, and the four Dayaks were off scouting for Spotts’ goldmine and a couple of hundred Japanese soldiers were somewhere on the island, fully armed. So, I leaned on Parker to back me up.

I pretty much gave him command of the camp.  I was in no shape for battle.  Every time I made a quick move with my head, the world would spin, and I lost my balance for a second or two.  If either the witch doctor or the Japs gave us trouble, I wasn’t in shape to handle it.  I got up a few times a day and made a circle around the perimeter, but mostly I just rested.  The doc checked on me several times, and one time he took my bottle of whisky away. 

“None of that,” he cautioned.

“I thought a nip might help,” I confessed.

“It won’t!” he corrected.

Time seemed to roll by slowly and I was getting anxious waiting for Zia and Toliver.  I was dying to call Slim and have him search for them, but I was afraid he would draw attention to them.  I also thought about having Slim radio them.  The mountain would block a signal from me, but the plane could get into position for a straight transmission.  But I abandoned that idea for the same reasons.  So, all I could do was wait.

On the second morning Slim flew low over the camp and waggled his wings. That was the sign for an air drop.  I shouldn’t have broken radio silence, but I was dying to hear some news. 

“Dragon 1 to Dragon 4,” I called, but Slim shut me up right quick.

“Present from Holly 2.  Out,” he said.

Slim was more concerned than I was about radio silence, so I took my cue from him and didn’t call him back. 

Then he came around for another pass, put the Cat into slow flight and someone shoved two bundles out the middle door.  Both had parachutes that quickly deployed.  Because of the distance, I couldn’t identify the figure in the door, but they waved, and I waved back.  It had to be Gerard.

We ran out to grab our bundles and I found a wonderful surprise.  A note from Gerard said:

“Jack, Zia’s been contacting Slim by mirror, and they found the Jap mine and are scouting it.  Your team is fine and will return shortly.  Unwrap your present and find twin 50’s and a ring mount.  The armchair bean counters at Hollingsworth can fuck off.  I grabbed the 50’s from our warehouse and had them flown in.    Have fun with them……….Gerard.”

We drove a half-track up to the landing spot and loaded on the fifties.  We spent the rest of the day installing a ring mount on the driver’s side of the half-track.  Two fifties means the belt fed machine guns are interlocked.  They have a linked butterfly trigger, it's little more than a metal button.  Push it down, and the guns fire both barrels at a thousand rounds a minute.  I could chop down a jungle if I had enough ammo.  Fifty caliber slugs will go right through the thickest foliage and even cut right through a tree in just a few seconds. If there is one place I wouldn’t want to be, it’s on the business end of twin fifties.

There are two ways to mount a machine gun.  One is on a pivot.  The gun sits on the top of a short pole and the gunner moves around the pole to fire the weapon.   It gives you three hundred and sixty degrees of fire but running back and forth around that pole takes time and wears the gunner out.

The other method is the ring mount.  In this arrangement the machine gun is mounted on the outer edge of a circular track.  The gunner is in the middle of the track and swings the gun around the track.  It offers faster changes in direction, and it’s easier to keep your aim while you’re redirecting your fire.

On the third night I was feeling more like my old self but was even more worried.  I turned in early because I had the last guard shift.  If there was no word come dawn, I promised myself that I would have Slim try and raise them.  To hell with radio silence!

I started walking the perimeter at 4 AM and I could see a dim light high up on the mountain slope to the Northeast.   It wasn’t always there.  It was really faint, and it kept blinking in and out.  I hoped that it was Toliver or Zia on the motorcycle we left at the cliff over the cove.  About a half an hour I could hear the distant purr of the engine and it grew progressively louder and the light grew brighter. 

Toliver rolled into camp around five AM.

“Where’s Zia?”

“They’re right behind me, maybe an hour or two.  There was only one motorbike,” he said.

“Well, are you going to tell me what you found?” I demanded when Tate just ignored me and began to rummage through the stores looking for a pre-dawn snack.

“Oh Yeah.  Sorry.  Hungry as hell,” he replied and kept tearing open c-ration boxes.

“What on earth are you looking for?” I demanded.

“Scrambled eggs and ham,” he informed.

I walked over and ripped open a box, grabbed a can and handed it to him.’

“Thanks, I’m starved and been thinking about scrambled eggs all night,” he said as he opened the can.

“You’re going to eat it cold?” I asked.

“Yeah.  I’m hungry enough to eat a bear,” he mumbled as he gulped down the contents of the can.

“Toliver, fucking talk to me,” I shouted.

“Sorry Jack,” he half mumbled the words because he had his mouth full.  He had emptied one can and was retrieving another.

“I haven’t eaten in almost two days.  It took longer than we figured to get there, and we ran out of rations.  Zia and his buddies fixed up some kind of mess, larvae off of a tree root combined with some and creepy crawlers with about a thousand legs.  They said it was a delicacy, but it was horrible.  A real wretch burger.  I couldn’t stomach one bite and you’ve seen me eat some nasty shit.”

“The report please,” I asked in a calm voice.

“Sure, Jack boy, the place is a fortress, but it can be done.”

“Details please,” it took all my willpower not to shout.  Instead, I asked calmly.

“The place is a fortress but there are weaknesses.  Zia drew a map.  He’s better at distances than I am.    It’s all a jumble of deep, narrow canyons.  The mine and the smelting operation are both at the bottom of one of those canyons.  They probably had a tunnel between the mine and the smelt.  They don’t have that much firepower on that side.  They are obviously expecting any attack to come from the south.  It’s a tough nut to crack on the north side.  A direct assault will never work without a thousand troops.  But they’re mostly depending on forward guards raising an alarm.  They’re more of an LP than an advanced line. Neutralizing those guards and going in with a stealthy crew, would be relatively easy. Zia’s been noodling a plan around as we came back.  I’m sure you’ll love it.”

“Well, that makes me feel a little better.” I said.

Tate reached for another scrambled eggs can.  That was number four.  “I think I’ll heat this one up,” he mumbled.

Just after sunrise, Zia and his band of Dayaks came into camp from the northwest.  They were tired, hungry, and grateful that I had breakfast waiting.  Zia gave me his assessment of the Japs stronghold and laid out his plan of infiltration.  It was a good plan and we put it on the shelf as an option for later.

*****


Chapter Twenty-Four

That same afternoon we had just put another lizard in the can and were heading back to the campsite.  The truck had gone on ahead and the rest of us were hoofing it back.  No one wanted to ride in back with the lizard.  God, those things stink.  Especially when they’re eating.  I was out in front of the truck on point.  The truck was behind me driving at walking speed and then the rest of the group.  We’d just come around a bend in the trail when I heard an explosion, and all hell broke loose.

I ran to the sound; it was behind the truck.  I found two mercs that were little more than a puddle of blood and guts.  The others were in the jungle on either side of the road, Then I saw Lexxi.  She was a little to the right of the trail and sitting up.  She looked stunned, dazed, and was covered in blood.

*****

Lexxi felt the explosion as much as heard it.  She could not recall if the shrapnel hit her before the sound or immediately after.  whichever the case, it knocked her off her feet. She rolled and half sat up.  Her ears were ringing, she was dizzy and extremely disoriented.  There was a searing pain in her calf and slowly the thought came to her to check her leg.  She fought through the fog that was her brain and reached down.  Suddenly she felt Straw’s hands moving quickly over her body, frantically searching for the source of the blood.  The metal fragment had hit her low, not far below the knee.  There was a lot of blood, but it was seeping, not pumping.  That was a stroke of luck, thought Straw.  A few inches higher and it would have lanced the femoral artery and she would have been breathing her last.

“Don’t move.  We’re in a minefield,” Straw shouted at the top of his lungs. 

Straw took a quick glance around.  the men he could see had stopped moving around and froze in place.  Four were down, two were moving, and two weren’t even there.

Straw quickly applied a tourniquet to Lexxi’s leg.

As he worked, he yelled out to the others “Anyone else hurt?”

“Yes, came the reply,” from Parker. “Jones has a minor wound, and we are dealing with it.  How’s Lexxi?”

“Bad,” replied Straw.  “We have to move to the truck.  Can you coordinate that?”

“Can do,” came Parker’s crisp reply.

Jack heard Parker shouting instructions to the remainder of the party, but his brain switched off to focus on Lexxi.  He gave the tourniquet several turns, hoped it was enough, but wasn’t sure it would matter.  He was certain that the leg was gone. 

Straw lifted Lexxi over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.  He knew it was uncomfortable for her, but it was the only way to carry her and retain a full view of the road.  He had to see where his feet were going in case there were more booby traps.

*****

I put Lexxi in the cab of the truck and started back toward the others.  I squatted and moved slowly in a duck walk, inspecting every inch of the ground, and using my knife blade to gently probe the ground ahead of me.  Slowly, step by step I moved cautiously.  My impulse was to rush the process, Lexxi could be bleeding out. But I forced myself to be careful. 

Without special equipment the only way to clear a path through a minefield is to probe for the mines.  Anti-personnel mines are set to go off with just a few pounds of pressure.  Vehicle mines take a lot more, some as much as 500 pounds of pressure.  That ensures that people walking over them won’t set them off and waste the charge.

The procedure is to take a knife, an antimagnetic rod is better, but we didn’t have any.  Probe the earth in front of you with the knife.  Slide the blade in at a low slant, just an inch or so below the surface.  The trigger is usually straight up, and in this technique the blade hits the side of the mine and usually won't explode from pressure on that spot.  Even so, you probe gently, like a surgeon looking for a bullet in soft tissue.  Once a few feet are cleared, you mark your path and move on to the next few feet.  It is a nerve-racking, tedious, time consuming, process and you can feel the sweat in your balls and the back of your neck every moment you’re doing it.

Parker was moving toward me in the same manner.  We were only about twenty yards apart and we joined as quickly as we could.  Then everyone scrambled onto the truck, following the safe path that we’d marked.   They were all hanging off the truck helter-skelter, finding a handhold wherever possible.  Suddenly, no one cared about how bad the lizard smelled.

“Everyone aboard?” I shouted.

Parker climbed up on the running board beside my passenger seat and declared. “Roll it.” 

“Hit it,” I ordered and the truck lurched.

“Hang on,” yelled Parker

Lexxi was on my left, but she had gone into shock and passed out.  I reached down and checked her wound, it seemed to have stopped seeping.

“What was that?” I asked Parker through the window.

“I think it was a bouncing betty.   It was in the middle of the trail.  The truck must have rolled right over it, but the tires would have been too widely spaced to trigger it.”

A Bouncing Betty is a land mine that bounces up about three feet before it explodes, thereby dramatically increasing the kill zone.  The Germans invented it and the Japanese made themselves a copy.

“Well, this changes the fucking game,” I declared, mostly to myself.

“It sure does,” agreed Parker.  “Time to call in the marines?”

“I think it’s past time!”

The driver was bouncing us all over and I told him to ease off a little.  “Get us there, but in one piece,” I advised.

Toliver had seen us racing into camp and was yelling, “Get the Doc.”

“Oh my God,” he exclaimed as he saw Lexxi. 

We laid her down gently and the Doc was there when I looked up. He took one look and gave her morphine.

“How long has the tourniquet been on?” he asked.

I looked at my watch.  “Twenty-two minutes,” I informed.  I had checked the time when I twisted the bandage tight, knowing it would be vital information.

The Doc gave her a quick inspection.  Checking her vital signs and checking for other wounds.  He found two, but nothing major.  Then he dusted the leg with sulfur and looked at me.

“We have to get her down off this mountain and to a hospital as fast as possible,” he urged.

“I’ll take her,” said Toliver.  It was more of a command than a volunteer.

“Take the motorbike,” I said. 

“Can she be upright?” I asked the Doc.

“Yes, but I should go with them,” he answered.

“Then go now,” I ordered.

*****

We tied Lexxi to Toliver’s back and he took off at damn near full speed.  I hoped he was prudent enough to be a little careful and not kill them both in his mad dash.  The Doc took a quick look at the wounded merc, exchanged a few words with the x-army medic we had along, then hit the trail in pursuit of Toliver.

I radioed Slim that we had a patient coming his way and to fly her to wherever he needed to save her life.    That was going to leave us without air support for a day minimum, just when things were getting dicey.  I also told Slim to ring up my Uncle Mickey and tell him it's time for a visit.

Then I turned to matters at hand.  I had a lot of people to protect, and I’d let some of them down.  What I didn’t know was if that mine had been laying there for years or was buried just for us.  If I over reacted, I could make matters worse. 

I tried to put Toliver and Lexxi out of my mind and focused on what I could control.  If someone had mined the trail down the mountain, there was nothing I could do about it.  I just had to hope it wasn’t, because I knew Toliver would not take time to check.  Lexxi could die while he was being cautious, and he’d never do it.  Balls to the wall, that was Toliver.

“What now?” asked Jenna as she came up behind me.  Her soft voice made me feel a little better.

“You get some good pictures?  I heard you clicking away,” I greeted her with a smile.

“Was that disrespectful?  Sometimes I get so carried away taking pictures I forget about everything else.”

“I know.  It’s a little endearing. But perhaps only to me.”

“So, what now?” she repeated. 

I saw Parker coming toward us, so I waited to answer.

“Now we wait and be a lot more cautious,” I announced.

“Wait for what?” Jenna wondered

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t be so worried,” I declared.

“How bad is Lexxi?” Zia asked, joining the group.

“I think she’ll live,” I said.  “But I’m pretty sure that leg is gone.”

“They’re starting to play rough,” Zia replied. 

“You think that was a leftover mine or a new one special for us?” I asked.

“New,” Zia answered quickly”

“I agree,” added Parker.

“Any proof?” I replied.

“None.  Just a feeling,” admitted Zia.

“Parker?”

“Can’t prove it, but it’s a hell of a coincidence,” he declared.  Then asked, “Any special instructions?”

Nothing was said, we both just assumed that he would fill in for Toliver.

“Yes, triple the guard tonight, make sure every weapon we have is clean and operational, and I want everyone armed at all times.  A Thompson with at least two back-to-back clips, a sidearm, and a knife.  Everyone is on alert, even in bed.  Have them sleep in their boots with weapons close and the strap to their Thompson’s wrapped around their arms.  Tell them to be ready for anything.  Absolutely anything!” I warned.

There are two versions of Thompsons, and I had chosen the military version.  Gangsters in the twenties made the circular magazine their trademark, but it was heavy, slow to reload, and they rattled, making it impossible to be stealthy.  We used the twenty-round box magazines that slid right in, and you were ready to fire.  Then we tapped two back-to-back giving the user forty rounds of firepower.  All you had to do to reload, was eject one end of the tapped clips and jam in the other.  I could reload in less than a heartbeat.  The GIs called it “Jungle Style.”

“Put someone reliable on the twin fifties and pull it to the middle of camp where it has an open field of fire,” I instructed.  “Plus, pass the word to everyone, including the mercs that the trail home is mined.  We’re going from a congenial camp to an armed one.  People are going to get nervous and even the Balinese women are packing knives.”

“Lie to the merc? Is that wise?” Parker asked.

“Do you know for certain that the trail is not mined?” I asked.

He didn’t answer, just nodded.

“You’re right, the more I think about it, the more I’m convinced the land mine wasn’t a leftover from the war,” Parker declared.  “Someone set it in the last few days.  Probably today, after our outward leg on that trail.”

I gave him a sobering look.  I’d come to the same conclusion.

“None of these trails are safe.  Including the one home,” I announced.

“A man can’t move through this jungle without cutting a trail.  The foliage is too thick,” observed Parker.

“We’ll just have to work around that as much as possible.  Use the worn paths as little as possible.  Run the goats down them in front of us.  Take the long way around if need be, never take the same trail back.  They can’t have enough explosives to booby trap the whole fucking island.  Use the rocks for cover and go upslope, then drop back down.  It’s better than taking more casualties and we don’t have the manpower or the time to check every trail multiple times a day. Besides, I get the feeling this thing is going to all blow up in our faces sooner than we expected. “

“You basing that on any specific intel?” he pressed.

“None at all.  It’s just a feeling,” I opined.

Then I turned to Jenna.  “You stick close to me, from now on.  Understand?”

“I will,” she promised, her voice as subdued and obedient as I’d ever heard it.

*****

I was on guard with three of the mercs.  I tried to have either Zia, Parker, or myself on duty during all of the night shifts.  Toliver was gone and I’d taken the top third.  It was a still night; the air was muggy and motionless, and everyone was on edge.  No wind but a ton of bugs.  I was swatting a mosquito or biting flies at least every thirty seconds.  The jungle was pitch black and silent.  Too silent.  The moon was due up later, but at the moment I couldn’t see three feet out, and only that, thanks to the torches.

Being less than six hundred miles from the equator, sunset held steady at around 6 0r 6:15 and camp was pretty busy until around eight or nine.  So, we rigged up some illumination because it gets dark at night in the jungle.  And I mean, absolutely can’t see a “fucking thing,” dark.  We made some portable torches and spaced them around the perimeter. They were essentially a burning wick of hemp stuffed in a reservoir of diesel.  They stink to high heaven but gave us usable light and the fumes and smoke helped fend off the inserts.  They also let everyone else on the island know exactly where we were.  Anyone, man, or beast, could follow the light, the smoke, or the smell, whichever they chose.  But since the alternative was total darkness, and any enemy already knew where we were, I opted for the torches. 

They also gave our native residents a sense of false security.  We told them they were special magic lamps to ward off demons and night spirits.  Zia went around each night and sprinkled some flash powder near the flame, and it gave a short, but impressive light show.

Psychological warfare comes in many forms and the witch doctor was a master at it.  They started just before midnight.  I didn’t hear or see anything.  Whoever was out there was good, very good.  They knew their way around the jungle, and they didn’t make a sound.  Suddenly the night was filled with drums and rattles.  The same sounds they had tried on the trail and once or twice at night.  But it was more intense tonight.  Most of the camp was asleep, I really didn’t want to wake them.  I didn’t want to get the fear started again.  Everyone had just calmed down about the land mines.  So, my first try was to shine some lights out into the brush.

The half-track was near the center of camp, and I flooded the nearby jungle with its headlights and panned a searchlight over the foliage.  It wasn’t one of those huge ones that ships use, but it put out some light.  Nothing stirred.  They were so well hidden and camouflaged that they ignored my beams and kept on beating their drums. 

In fact, the drums just got louder.  It was like they were mocking me.  In frustration, I fired a burst from the Thompson into the air.  That woke up the whole camp, but the noise continued.  I heard a slight rustling in the undergrowth over to my right and I spun, then fired high.  A few limbs and leaves showered the ground, but whoever or whatever was there was gone.

Then I heard the mercs let go into the jungle with their Thompsons on both my right and left.

“Fire over their heads,” I yelled. 

But I suspected I was too late.  There were going to be some dead natives in the brush.  The whole camp was awake, and people were pouring out of their tents and filling the center of the campground, most with guns in their hands. 

“Whoever is out there, better scatter” I yelled and fired directly into the jungle. “I’m going to count to ten and then we’re going to light up this jungle.”

I swung the spotlight around in a two-hundred-degree arch while I counted to ten.  Then yelled for the merc to cut loose while I opened up with the twin fifties.

“Pour it on boys!” I shouted, spraying bullets in an arch over the jungle at eighteen rounds a second.  The big 50 caliber bullets cutting and shredding the thick foliage like so many toothpicks. 

The merc closest to me yelled in pain and his stream of bullets whizzed inches from my head before he dropped his Thompson. 

“What the hell?” I shouted ducking down into the passenger seat.

“I’ve been snake bit,” he yelled back.

I couldn’t see a thing. The torches were giving precious little light and what they did provide was flickering randomly.   Outside their short circle of illumination, the night was as black as sackcloth.

What little night vision I had built up went with the spotlight and the muzzle flashes of the machine guns.  I swung the light around, trying to zero in on his wailing. He was sprawled on the ground and a king cobra was poised for a second strike.  I stepped back quickly out of instinct, drew my 1911 forty-five automatic from my shoulder holster and finished the thing with four rounds as fast as I could pull the trigger.

The cobra had nailed him about mid-thigh.  Looked like a good solid strike.  I climbed down and I started to tie his leg off, then I heard other cries of “snake, snake”.  There was more than one snake and more than one person bitten.  I panned with my flashlight and there were a fuck of a lot of snakes slithering across the ground. The ground was alive with them, and I realized that my Thomson was still in the half-track.

Just about then the moon came out.  The witch doctor’s timing was perfect.  The fucker must have had a moon rise table.  It was too much of a coincidence. They distracted us with noise while others snuck up and dumped a bunch of snakes on the edges of the camp, probably carrying them in sacks. Somehow, they had them all amped up.  Probably some secret jungle technique.  There were dozens of them.  The grass was alive with them. Dark slithering shadows in the moonlight.

It was terrifying. The torches cast as much shadow as light, but every time they flickered, I could see the grass move.  It was like the ground was alive and squirming with death.  They were all around us and I couldn’t ever remember being more frightened.  I could literally feel the fear climbing up my spine like one of those damned snakes.

I didn’t see the witch doctor, or any of his buddies, but it had to be him.  I should have killed the little shit when I had the chance.  Blown his head clean off, instead of his staff.

“Everybody move to the center,” I yelled.  “Use your lights and your machetes.  Come to me.  Center on me.  Anyone near the half-track, climb the fuck up on it.  It should be snake free.”

I whipped out my katana sword.   It would make short work of any snake and they would see its tips as the danger, not me.  At least I hoped they would.

Pretty soon we were all huddled in the middle of the camp, next to halftrack.  The moon was bright, and we could see the damn things all around.  Some were slithering away from us as fast as they could. Others were more aggressive and either hissing, standing their ground, or advancing on us. 

“Keep your lights on them,” I yelled.  “Shoot or chop, I don’t give a fuck which.”

The women were screaming, and the men weren’t exactly the embodiment of bravery.  One Balinese woman panicked and made a dash for the jungle.  She dodged a couple of cobras then got nailed and took a tumble.   It was too dark and there was too much confusion to tell what bit her.  She tried to stand and did so for a moment.  She had another snake hanging off her arm by its fangs.  She turned to look at us, her face contorted in fear and screaming.  “Help me!”  Then she fell among them.

There was nothing we could do, and we all huddled closer together.  Mass hysteria was taking over, and terrified screams and shouts filled the night. 

“Stay in a circle. Go back-to-back.” I yelled again.   “Be careful, but kill them,” Our only chance is to kill them one by one.”

I heard a shot, and someone called “Got one!”

“Be careful where you shoot.  They might be people in your line of fire that you don’t see.”

“Two down,” called out another.  No shot on that one, must have been a machete.  Some of the men were beginning to find their nerve.

There was a king cobra right in front of me.  The sucker was a good ten feet long.  Its hood was all flared out and it was weaving its head back and forth. I flicked the katana past it, and it struck at the tip.  I felt the weight of it as it made contact with my blade.  Even though I was expecting the strike, its speed scared me. Then I back swung and off went its head.

“Three down,” I announced.

“Work outward in a circle.  Kill them as you go.  Watch your backs and don’t shoot anyone,” I commanded.  “Call out when you kill one.”  I thought a rising death count might give us back some group courage.

They got the idea, and we slowly worked our way over the entire camp area.   It wasn’t a quick affair.  We moved carefully, with the utmost caution.  The place was swarming with the fucking things and some of the flashlights were starting to dim.   We killed a good four dozen snakes.  King Cobras, Javan Spitting Cobras, Sunda Pit Vipers, a couple of kraits, one blue viper I damn near stepped on that one.  It blended almost perfectly with the grass.  Aggressive sucker.  Much smaller than a cobra, but more lethal.

“If you’re bitten, try and kill the snake that bit you and keep it handy.  We’ll need it to match the ant-venom,” I instructed.

Six people had been bitten.  In the dark, it was impossible to tell what bit who.  Could have been a cobra or something else.  Some were pit vipers and some chewers.  But that distinction only narrowed the field.  It didn’t identify the species.  We had some anti-venom but didn’t know which kind to give to which victim.  Make the wrong choice and they are dead. Besides, I doubted if we had enough anti-venom for this night’s work.

King cobra bites are usually fatal, but the Javan cobra not as much. You had a chance with that one.  The Doc had gone with Toliver and Lexxi.  The army medic did a good job of stepping in, but he wasn’t the Doc.  A couple of patients decided to gamble and picked an anti-venom based on what they remember.  The rest settled for us slicing the wounds and drawing out as much poison as we could.  Then we made the patients comfortable and waited.  There was nothing else we could do.

“We’d better check the tents,” Zia advised.

“Good idea,” I replied.  “Let’s split into two groups and start at opposite ends.  Zia, grab some men and start at the far end.  I’ll take this end,” I instructed.

“I’d been wondering about Jenna and keeping my eye open for her during the mele.  I suddenly realized that I hadn’t seen her.  She would have been easy to miss in the dark.  I knew she wasn’t one of the snake bites.  Frantically I raced to her tent.  She was gone.  The back of her tent had been split open.  They had taken her.  The witch doctor had planned it well, and I had failed her.   

*****


Chapter Twenty-Five

It didn’t take long to figure out that we couldn’t trail them in the dark.  Jenna was gone and all I could do was worry.  Not even Zia could find their trail in the blackness of the night.  Whoever took her was at home in the jungle and knew exactly how to move through it without leaving a trace.  I could imagine how scared she must be.  She had to be frantic, and it knotted my stomach almost to the point of immobility.

I couldn’t stand the thought of her being alone and frightened as rough men drug her through the night.  If they hurt her, I would hunt them down and kill them. I would dog them for the rest of my life if necessary, and they would not die slowly.  I’d seen a lot of death, and I knew how to make it last, and to make it painful.  Unbearably painful.  They would scream for my forgiveness, but there would be none.  Just more pain.  Then I shook off my dark thoughts.  I would have to save them for later.

If I had any hope of finding Jenna alive, then I needed to keep a clear head.  I had to assume that she was alive and being used as a bargaining chip.  It was the only way that I could stay sane.  I could not function if I looked at it any other way.  Thinking of her death would paralyze me.  If I was to be of any value to Jenna, I had to be positive and be certain that things would work out if only I reacted swiftly and with all the guile, and nerve that I could muster.

“Sorry Jack, I’m just chasing shadows,” apologized Zia, returning to a standing position.  “Maybe in the daylight, I might spot something.”  He had been on all fours, examining the ground with a flashlight.

“I understand.  Let’s get over to their village.  Can you find it in the dark?” I replied.

“Of course.”

“Round up your guys.  I’ll put together a fire team,” I ordered.

Within ten minutes we were following Zia’s guys through the brush, moving as quietly as possible.  Two hours later we settled in around the village.  We had a couple of hours until dawn, so we blended into the surrounding foliage and waited.

Lying in wait in a tropical jungle is not the most pleasant activity.  You’re never alone.  Something is always slithering near you or crawling over you.  You don’t know what it is and whether it's harmless, lethal, or will just make you desperately ill for three days.  Could be a spider, a creature with a hundred legs, a lizard, or just a regular old bug.  Whatever it is, you just let it scamper past and hope it won’t take a notion to bite or sting or drink your blood.

We moved in at first light.  It wasn’t a large village.  Not more than seventy or eighty residents, mostly women, and children.  Not more than twenty or so males of fighting age.  The women wore ankle-length skirts that began at the bust line as a wrap.  The shoulders were bare, but their breasts were covered.  The skirts were multi-colored.  They had an additional sash wrapped around the waist.

The men were bare-chested and wore dark pants that extended to about mid-calf.  Many of the men and the women wore a head wrap.  It wasn’t quite a turban, but it was turban-like.  Most of the men had a machete or primitive sword stuffed in a sash around their waist. 

There were about twenty houses and buildings, all constructed of logs and bamboo.  The lower levels were open, and a man could stand comfortably beneath the rest of the structure.  The roofs were high, with steep angles, and completely covered with grass.  It was all very rustic, and the only signs of modern civilization were some metal cookware, a few machine-made knives, and a couple of rifles.  Everything else was made from local material or fashioned from local trade goods.

It wasn’t much of an attack.  They had posted no guards and we circled the village and walked in slowly from several directions.  No one was awake and I fired a burst from my Thompson into the air to let them know we were there.  That did it and they flooded out of their houses looking sleepy and bewildered.  No one tried to give us any trouble, and Zia instructed them to gather in a designated area.

While my men were clearing the huts, the walkie-talkie blared. 

“Dragon 4 to Dragon 1.”

“Why aren’t you gone?” I demanded, ignoring proper radio protocols.

“The Doc had a long radio call with some surgeon somewhere and they decided it was best not to wait.  They cut off the lower leg last night and Lexxi is resting all doped up.”

“Thanks. Stick around.  We may need you,” I responded.

“Where is Dragon 3? Over.”  I asked.

“Headed back.  The doc stayed, over,” replied Slim

“Thanks, Dragon 1, out,” I answered.

That was a break. A damned expensive one, and bought with precious blood, but a break, nonetheless.  Whatever was coming next, we would have air cover.

The witch doctor wasn’t there, but we learned he had three houses.  One for his family and two for his band of cohorts. They were right next to one another and there was a young tough standing in front of one, with a sword crossed over his chest.  He menaced me with the blade as I approached and uttered some gibberish that I did not understand.  I ignored his gestures completely and put three rounds in his chest. That got everyone’s attention.

No one in the village admitted to knowing anything about the kidnapping or the harassment of our camp last night.  There was a head man, an older chap, but he was kind of a figurehead. After extensive questioning, it became apparent that the witch doctor ran the show.  He had a few bully boys as henchmen, and everyone was terrified of them.

Zia’s guys went into the witch doctor’s huts and flushed everyone out.  There were two more of his henchmen and two of his wives.  Both young and pretty.  He had obviously been taking his pick of the available flesh.  We took the wives aside and bound their wrists and tied a rope between them.  One of the villagers looked Japanese and we tied him to the wives.

“Well, hello!” I said walking up to male villager.  He was the fellow that we had captured a few weeks ago serenading our camp. 

“Zia, you recognize this guy,” I asked.

“Our friend with the drum.”

“Cut him out of the line and put him next to the head man,” I instructed.

Parker hadn’t been far off.  There were a number of oriental faces in the group.  There had to be an oriental bloodline in the village and judging from their ages, it had to predate the war.  It was probably Chinese.  The Japanese were not world travelers. Traditionally they shied away from the deep ocean and were coastal sailors.  But the Chinese emperors had their age of discovery and sent huge junks all over the world, or so some legends claim.  I’ve known the Chinese up close.  Very industrious people.  I’m inclined to believe the stories.

Zia gave the man a show and said something that I didn’t understand.

We both moved to the head man.

“Did you bring your magic arm band?” I asked.

“My what?” the medic replied.

“Your blood pressure cuff, we need a little white magic,” I answered.    Were you around when the Doc tested this guy for truth telling?”

“Yes sir, watched the whole thing,” he assured.  “Then you're up.  Got a cuff,”

“Oh.  Yeah, it’s in my kit.”

“Well dig it out, it’s showtime,” I declared.

“Zia, have this fellow explain to the head man that our magic is stronger than any that has ever come to his island, and it is only my good will and sympathy for his people that saved him from losing his arm.  Tell him I know the witch doctor is our enemy, but I do not wish for him to be my enemy.  Tell him my magic grows when I show mercy to my friends.  But I have no mercy for the witch doctor, or his bullies and their deaths will make my magic stronger.”

I listened to them chatter back and forth while Zia, the drummer and the headman had a conversation.

“He understands,” said Zia.

“Which one is his daughter?  His youngest daughter?” I asked.

“The head man called her forward.  She looked to be about seventeen.  A pretty girl.”

“Doc, put your magic arm band on the girl.  We’re going to do the same “stick”, as the showman says.

The medic hesitated.

“I don’t like it either but it's necessary.  Just do your job and no one needs to get hurt.  A few nightmares aren’t going to be permanent,” I insisted.

The doc put it on the girl and pumped it up.  Her eyes were wild with fear.

“At least one more,” I insisted.

She tried to pull away and run, but Zia was ready and grabbed her free arm.

Zia immediately began to question the headman.  His eyes were on his daughter the whole time, but he spilled his guts.  Zia asked his questions from several viewpoints and the story was always the same.

“I got it Jack.  He’s telling the truth.  I don’t think he likes the witch doctor very much,” declared Zia.

“That’s not surprising,” I replied.  “Let the girl go,” I instructed the medic.

It was time for a show.  Slim was up there somewhere, and I called him in by radio. I boasted to the headman that my magic was much greater than the witch doctor’s and then pointed to the sky.  Slim was right on time and made a low pass over the village.  So, close you could feel the prop wash. Everyone ducked down and kissed the earth. 

I warned them that my bird in the sky could destroy his village anytime I order.  Then I turned and pointed my arm at the largest of the witch doctor's homes.  The one with all the carved masks in front.  I had slipped on the flamethrower before we entered the village and was glad of Gerard's foresight. When I raised my hand, the flame shot out and engulfed the house.  It went up like a Roman candle.  The two toughs were still standing in front of the house.  They had an obvious moment of indecision but decided not to move.  Their flesh just melted away in front of everyone's eyes.  Then I casually turned slightly and toasted the other two huts of the witch doctor. 

Then we took the head man aside. Zia talked to him in something close to his own dialect and explained that I was a very powerful white wizard.  That we would be taking his daughter with us, but that she would be treated well and returned to him as long as the village no longer assisted the witch doctor.  We also demanded that he inform us by sending a runner if the witch doctor returns.  If he didn’t warn us, I would return and rain fire on the whole village.

Then we left.  The chief had a good-looking daughter, I must admit.  Nineteen years of sweetness with the prettiest smile.  I could see the glint in Zia’s eye, and I asked him if we could guarantee that his daughter would not be touched.

Zia gave her a long, appreciative look and then looked back at me.  “I’ll tell him,” he said.

Anybody but Zia and I would have just given the order, but that is not the relationship I have with Zia.  I’m not his boss and never have been.  He’s an equal partner in everything we do, and I don’t restrict his freedom of action with my own code of conduct.  He has one of his own that is based on his own culture, and I’ve learned to respect it.

We headed back toward camp with the captives in tow.  When we were out of sight of the village, Zia and his guys dropped off and took up positions in the jungle around the village.  Their job was to nab the witch doctor when he returned.

*****

It took two hours to get back to camp, should have been three but I pushed it.  Burning adrenaline was the only way to stay sane.  I couldn’t get Jenna off my mind. I know it made my troops tired, but they were tough men, and they’d have time to rest later.

Except for the two mercs I had left behind, and one native recovering from snake bite, the camp was abandoned.  The local workers were gone.  Despite their fear of the land mines, they figured anywhere but with us, was safer.  No cooks, no fire tenders, no one to do the daily chores that keep a camp clean, safe, and healthy.  They had stolen some food and supplies but left plenty behind. 

“It was either shoot them or let them have a little, “one of the mercs reported.  “There was no other way to stop them.  They were crazy with fear.”

I just nodded.  “You did right!”  Then I announced to the group, not that there were that many of us left.  “Looks like we’re on our own and it’s every man for himself.  You can organize meals between yourselves, or just help yourself if you’re hungry.  Please be respectful and clean up your own messes.” 

It was poor management, but I figured Slim could always drop us more food.  So, I didn’t worry about the minor chaos.  I had bigger fish to fry.  The chess match was on, and I’d let the opposition steal the first two moves.

There was nothing to do at camp except wait for Zia, so I set a guard and told the men to grab some chow and some sleep.  I was tired but didn’t even try to sleep.  There was no point.  So, I studied Zia’s map of the other side of the mine area and went over his attack plan and came up with a few suggestions.

Toliver showed up around mid-morning and said Lexxi was touch and go and the Doc stayed with her.  Tate looked beat and I told him to rack out.  I couldn’t rest so I relieved a guard and spent the next few hours pacing along the perimeter of the camp reviewing my options.  If Jenna was a hostage, they would want something for her.  Probably some action from me.  If she was just to torment me, she was probably dead or worse.  Taking turns with the Japs.  First the officers and then the rest.  I pushed those thoughts out of my mind.  If I got lost in those thoughts, I was no good to her.  I would just freeze up.   I needed a clear head.  Cold, calculating, and absolutely lethal.

Zia radioed in around 1400 hours that he had the witch doctor in tow.  They had killed two more of his men during the capture.  Zia had tried to get some information out of him, but he had steadfastly refused to talk, even when Zia threatened to carve on him a little and showed him his bag of ears.  He was a game little man, I had to admit. But I needed intel if I was going to save Jenna and I was done playing games with this asshole.

“He’ll talk for me,” I asserted and set a rendezvous point to meet up.

I left Parker in charge and left to meet Zia’s party with two mercs and two goats.  I started to wake Toliver but decided to let him sleep.  Things could start moving quickly and if they did, I needed him sharp and well rested.  When we made contact, I didn’t say a word to the witch doctor.   I just tied the rope attached to his bound hands around my waist.  Then I started off toward the clearing with the dragons.  Zia and his bunch were close behind

I was walking fast and when he didn’t keep up, I dragged him until he scrambled to his feet.  He stumbled a few times; I think it was to test me.  I wasn’t sure if he tripped for real or if he was playing for sympathy, but he didn’t get any.  His only reward was me dragging him through the brush and over an occasional rock on his belly. 

I was in no mood for fucking around.  I’d been more than lenient with his silly tricks, but taking Jenna was over the line. He must have known that something bad was coming because he started babbling to Zia.  They tried some dialect that was close to his village language, and I heard some Japanese. They eventually settled on Japanese and Zia and the little man were almost running along behind me as I used my long legs to eat up the miles.   Zia warned him that he better start talking because the big boss was pissed and was gonna start killing people, and he’d be the first to go.  If he ever wanted to see his pretty wives again, he better spill. Where was Jenna?  Has she been harmed?  How do we get her back?   

We’d left a truck parked at the clearing. The little man looked at the empty cage and must have thought it was for him.

“What are you planning?” he demanded, his voice relaying obvious concern.  Funny, how that tone is the same in every language. 

“I think he’s going to stake you out for the dragons,” Zia informed.

That brought fear to his face.  “You have only a few minutes left to live if you don’t tell him what you know.   All he wants are answers,” urged Zia. 

“But he’ll kill me,” the little man said.

“Not if you talk,” promised Zia.

“No! the colonel will kill me,” he insisted.

“What Colonel?”

“The Japanese Colonel.  I follow his orders.  I just do what he says.  He told me to take the girl.” 

“Well, you have to choose, because Jack will kill you before you ever see the Colonel again.”

There was a moment of indecision.  You could see it on the man’s face.  Was the current threat more important than the future one.  Then he let go with a flood of information. He was spitting it out faster than Zia could understand, and Zia made him slow down and repeat himself several times. 

When the chatter died down, I asked Zia, “You think you have it all?”

“Yes.” 

“The whole story and where to find Jenna?  You’re certain?”

“Yes.  All of it Jack.”

“Do we need this guy anymore?”

“No!”

“And he is the one that took Jenna?”

“Yes.  He and that big guy you burned up earlier,” confirmed Zia.

“And you know where she is?”

“Yes.”

I ordered the goats staked out and I followed, pulling the witch doctor behind me who was still attached to me by the rope.  The two mercs staked out the goats and I tied that little shit to a scrub tree about thirty yards from the goats. 

Zia was beside me and told the witch doctor that this was his last chance to tell us all of the truth.

“I’ve told you everything.” the little man whaled.

Zia repeated that this was his last chance to tell us the truth, the whole truth.

“He’s pleading and begging that he has been truthful,” Zia translated.

The dragons swarmed out and took the two goats almost at the same moment.  The witch doctor got really frantic and was screaming in his native tongue.  Other dragons ventured out and the clearing was starting to fill with hungry lizards all looking for a meal.  He wanted out of there in the worst way.

“He say anything new?” I asked.

“He’s spilled it all, Jack.  You won’t get anything else from him,” opined Zia.

“Then you better get back,” I said. 

Zia looked uncertain.

“Go ahead.  I’ll be along.”

Then I slipped off the loop around my waist and left the witch doctor tied to that sturdy bush.  I stood there a few minutes listening to his screams and watching the terror in his face.  I thought of the fear Jenna must have felt when they drug her through the night 

When the lizards began to fight over both kills, the little man panicked completely and ran around at the end of his tether jumping and gyrating and pulling at the ropes that held him.  The little bush bent and stretched, but it held.

I headed for the safety of the truck.  As I ran, I could hear him screaming something at the top of his lungs.  Zia later told me it was “Help please I’ve told you everything I know. I can help you get her back!”

There were more and more lizards entering the clearing and he was still screaming when they turned toward him.

“Don’t squirm. Stand perfectly still,” I called.

I guess he didn’t understand me because he kept moving and screaming.

Then he stopped.  It couldn’t have hurt much; it was over in a few seconds.

We'd drug the Japanese prisoner along on our little outing and after watching the witch doctor torn to pieces by hungry lizards, he was more than willing to tell Zia everything that he knew. 

The information that Zia got was pretty simple.  The Japanese had been mining gold on this island since the occupation.  When the war ended the Colonel in charge just went into business for himself.  He swore some of his men to silence and brought them into the deal, the rest he enslaved along with some of the natives.  He hired the witch doctor to make parts of the island taboo and keep the local tribes inline.  He’d been serving him ever since.  Mostly for pay and privileges, but also out of fear.

The Colonel had Jenna.  He had some plan to get rid of us all.  She was just the first step.  Three separate excursions had spooked him. That and the secret agent, and the plane following his delivery ship.  He was cornered and lashing out. 

“Got any ideas,” I asked Zia.

“He’s not planning on letting us go peacefully.  That doesn’t make sense.  He knows we will just come back with more men and more weapons.  He’s got some kind of trap up his sleeve.

“Agreed,” I said.

“You said that mine was hidden in a canyon.  How much explosives would you need to bring that rock wall down to bury that canyon?

“Probably not that much.  Those rock faces are pretty steep,” replied Zia.

“How many men do you need?” 

“Five, maybe six?” Zia estimated.

“That leaves us real thin on this side,” I observed.  We lost a lot to the snakes.

“You’ll have to make do,” advised Zia.  “Five is the absolute minimum with no room for error or injury.  I don’t think that I can carry enough explosives with four.”

“Take six.  I’ll not gamble with Jenna’s life.  I’ll figure out something for this side,” I promised. “The mountain will block any walkie-talkie communication.  You’ll have to relay through the plane but keep it to a minimum.  The Japs might get a stronger signal with you over there and figure out that you’ve done an end run.  Best to do this job without leaving a trace.  Nothing for them to find.  I don’t want them to know you’re there until we’re ready.”

“They won’t know what hit them,” Zia assured, and I was certain he was right.

“You bring your blow gun,” I asked, already knowing the answer.  I just wanted to hear it. I was grasping at every shred of hope.”

“Sure as hell did!” assured Zia grinning.

“Can that Jap lead us to the mine?”

“He says he can,” assured Zia.  “I’ll leave one of my guys too.  You might need a translator.”

“We’ll have to figure out some kind of code for the two missions.  Nothing they can decipher,” I advised.  “We’ll communicate in Dayak.”

“That will leave you a man short, which merc do you want,” I asked.

“Parker,” Zia said without delay.

“Who else?”

“Zia thought for a minute, then said, “Griggs, he’s small and wiry and moves like a cat.  He’ll fit right in.”

“Will he obey you?”

“No problem.  We ran a few trails together.”

Set it to rain the fucking mountain down on that damned gold mine,” I said.  “And get at least one sniper high in those rocks. Two would be better.  I may need an ace in the hole.”

I looked at the sky, the sun was off to the west.

“Can you find it in the dark?”

“No sweat,” promised Zia, then he gave me one of those looks that only long-time friends can exchange.  “I’ll bring her back to you,” he promised.

Our eyes met and we just nodded at one another.

“Leave immediately,” I said.  “I’ll do the rest.”

Then I looked at my watch and noted the time. 

*****


Chapter Twenty-Six

I hate waiting, but sometimes it’s the strategic thing to do.  I’ve picked up a lot of Eastern philosophy floating around Asia and the South Pacific.  We Westerners, especially we Americans, are taught to be men of action.  If there is a problem, apply a solution and get to it.  That’s the way we think and that’s the way we conduct war. It’s part of our culture and reinforced both by Hollywood and Madison avenue.  You can find it in everything from cigarette ads to the movies we watch.

If an American boy doesn’t get the message, his buddies can sense it.  He’s labeled a wimp, a pussy, or a sissy.  He never gets laid and is always the last guy picked for team sports.  Life isn’t any fun if you’re an American male that didn’t get the message.

But sometimes it’s just better to wait.  Wait until you’re ready; wait until you have more intel; wait for a weakness or a mistake before you strike.  It’s an approach that permeates the cultures of the Orient.  It’s found in the writings of Sun Tzu, and it’s woven into the martial arts of China, Japan, Korea, and the Philippines. It’s not all about fighting techniques; it’s also an attitude.

While the western soldier is thinking about the first strike, the eastern is waiting to see what happens. One is active, some would say the other is passive, but it’s not, it’s reactive and there is often a huge advantage in being the second to act.   In this case, my enemy had already made the two moves, but I’d only seen part of the second.  Jenna was gone, but why?   Withdrawal and retrench my reaction to the first move, the mines in the road. Zia was my response to the second and my role was to wait, as difficult as it was, for him to get into position.  Then I could act.

Until then, I had to bide my time and try to keep from climbing the walls.  That also meant that Jenna had to wait too.  I hoped she knew I would come.  I prayed that knowledge would give her strength because God only knows what terrors she was experiencing.  I hoped she had the belly to do whatever she needed to do to survive and that included, submit. 

“You’re exhausted,” Toliver declared.  “You’ve been on your feet for more than thirty hours and you’ve run all over half this mountain.  Get some sleep.  You need the rest.”

“I can’t sleep,” I complained, “Besides there is too much to do.”

“I’ll see to the preparations; you need to rack out.  We will all need you sharp in the morning,” he pressed.

“I can’t,” I replied.  “I wish I could.”

“Drink this,” ordered Toliver, handing me a tin cup full of brown liquid.

“What is it?”

“Canadian Club with some additions from the medic,” he assured.

I drank it and lay back.  I heard the motorcycles roaring as they left camp.  That was Zia’s team heading out.  I looked at my watch, then everything faded away.  It was the last thing I remembered for twelve hours.

*****

As Jack Straw slept soundly in a drug-induced stupor, Zia and his team pushed hard in their efforts to flank the Japanese stronghold and rescue Jenna Taylor.  The motorcycles were a huge time saver, allowing the team to quickly cover miles of rough country that would have been slow going. But they had traded speed for stealth.  Near the overlook where Lars Larson’s body had been found, they ditched the bikes and proceeded on foot.  Zia’s previous scout had identified forward listening posts and those were his first targets.

It was midnight and the jungle was alive with sound. The LP was near, and Zia could hear two men foolishly talking. Zia’s team was hunting in pairs. They approached in the dark, side by side, not even able to see their partner. Staying connected with an occasional outstretched hand, their approach was painfully slow. Their movements almost imperceptible. The moon cast a few slivers of light, but the thick overhead canopy of branches and leaves left the jungle floor in deep shadow. 

These same guards had been staring at the dark jungle for many years.  Night after night they stood vigil, and night after night, there was no enemy. No threat. Just the sounds of the jungle. After years of routine, they had grown lax and careless. It would be a deadly mistake.

Within ten feet of their objective, Zia and his partner separated, one of them moved left, the other to the right. Both men silently counted out a full minute. Enough separation for the attackers to come from different directions. Zia would be the first to strike and he waited for his moment. Then he lunged, bolo knife flashing, searching for flesh. He felt the blade make contact and then drove it home, his free hand searching the man’s body to cover his mouth.  Zia was aware of the second man to his right, but a flurry of motion signaled the presence of his partner, who quickly silenced the other guard before he could react or cry out.

The jungle went silent for a few moments and Zia and his partner waited for the return of normalcy. Every nearby creature knew that in the darkness, death had come. Collectively they all froze, not daring to breathe, but relieved that they were not the prey. However, in the end, they all had to feed, and life went on.

Zia heard the clicking sounds of the rest of his team.  It signaled that they had successfully dealt with the other LP.  Then they began to strip the Japanese troops and put on their uniforms. The unknown in the plan was: When do the guards change? If they proceeded immediately, they could easily run into the relief guards coming toward them during the night.  So, they pretended to be LP guards and waited patiently for the changeover.

The rest of the team bedded down for a few hours of sleep. No fires, no comfortable bed rolls, no conversation.  They slept in the jungle, weapons in hand, and slightly disbursed. At two in the morning, they heard their relief coming down the trail. The unsuspecting new guards walked right into their blades. It was all over in seconds.

Zia took a few minutes to review the plan.  The extra guards had provided additional Japanese uniforms for his remaining team members. Their next objective was to neutralize the two forward machine gun emplacements and that would be the simplest of all.  They would be expecting the return of the forward guards, and they would die, without ever having suspected that the enemy was near.  Then Zia would split his men into two teams.  One to set charges that could start a landslide to bury the mine, and the more important task, rescue Jenna Taylor.

*****

We were up and moving at four AM. We were going to war with nine men. Toliver, me, and seven mercs for a head-on assault.    Nine men that needed to act like ninety.   At least seven mercs was a lucky number.  We started with thirteen and Toliver warned me that was unlucky and unstable.  He keeps track of stuff like that.  Now he argued that he was right because the ones we started with dropped off so quickly.

On this island they spoke Sasak, some Balinese, and a kind of pigeon- Javanese.  Mostly we’d be operating on radio silence, but if we needed to communicate, there was no way to hide our communications between strike teams or to the airplane.  But we could frustrate their listening by using Dayak, mixed with French.  Girard spoke semi-fluent Dayak, mostly Dutch Dayak, he’d been giving orders in it for thirty years and it turned out Slim had an ear for languages.  He couldn’t understand what was being said, but he was able to retransmit the words to Girard with usable precision.  But for the day of the showdown, I insisted that Girard be in the plane.  Not that you could hold him back from it.

My own Dayak was rusty, and I didn’t want to take any chances of miscommunication. Not with Jenna’s life at risk.  So, I kept one of Zia’s men with me so we could transmit in Dayak if necessary.    I also might need him to interpret Japanese.  He wasn’t the linguist that Zia was, but Zia was needed elsewhere.  

I had no doubts that Zia had made good time during the night, especially with those motorbikes to cover the first leg of the trail.  Wherever he was, I was counting on him.  Zia was my secret weapon.  Ours and Jenna’s.  If he didn’t come through; we were all toast.   I wanted to be in position before first light.  I had scouted this approach to the Jap stronghold and had burned the ground into my memory.  Zia had also made a map of the approach during his scouting, and I had picked a position for every man.

The mine was at the end of a long lava chute, cut deep into two flanking walls of black basalt that stood like stark guardians of the treasure within.  No wonder we couldn’t find it.  You had to be right on top of it and looking at just the right angle to see it there.  The Command hut was about two hundred, and fifty feet above the mine, with a steep path of switchbacks leading up to it.

They had visibility and a field of fire.  They could pick us off like flies if we tried a head-on assault.  Even if any of us made it up there alive, they would have plenty of time to kill Jenna as we climbed that slope.  That’s why I sent Zia around the mountain.

I wasn’t worried about Zia getting the job done, Jenna was perhaps safer with Zia on the hunt than me.  He was born to this shit, and he had good men with him. Zia knew the Japanese, and he’d killed more of them than Toliver and I put together.  I also knew he wouldn’t have any trouble with the mercs, they were good men and if there is anything a soldier respects it’s another soldier that’s good at this job. 

That was Zia in spades, and he was a natural leader as well.  He knew the Japanese backward and forward.  He knew their weapons and tactics, and he knew their language and culture.  He’d neutralize their listing posts, then slide past their forward emplacements and go straight for their command.  Japan runs a top-down army.   Cut off the head of the snake and what’s left are leaderless drones.

As I said, I wasn’t worried about the success of Zia’s mission, but what I desperately needed to know was the timing of his strike.  When was Jenna safe? Because until she was, my options were limited.  They could march her out as a shield anytime they wanted and start dictating terms that could affect all our lives.

I positioned the half-track with the twin fifties behind some brush.  It was well concealed, and the Japs wouldn’t be able to spot it unless they had some height.  Like high up on that rock wall, they called home.  It had an excellent field of fire and was seventeen hundred yards away from the action. 

The Japs made one hell of a heavy machine gun.  They were patterned after the French Hotchkiss guns, but they didn’t shoot as far as my fifties, and that was going to be a problem for them today.  At seventeen hundred yards, their lead was gonna be dropping on the ground right in front of that half-track.  They’d be lucky to even break a headlight.  Alternatively, my fifties were lethal at twenty-two hundred yards.

I’d given Cavalieri the job of manning the fifties, but he said Salinas had a better record with the gun.  So, I handed him a sniper rifle and ordered him to support his gunner and bring me back some trophies.

“Can do, Skipper,” he responded.  You gotta love Marines.

My instructions were simple. “Don’t fire unless fired upon or you hear an order from me or Toliver.   But if you are forced to engage, take out the target that started the ruckus and then stand down.  Even pull back a bit if you need to.” 

I didn’t want to lose my ace in the hole in the first few minutes of contact.  Those fifties were my high card, and I could kiss Gerard for sending them.

Right off some Jap gunners opened up on the fifties.  They hadn’t fired a shot, but he had them spotted.  He was in a cave they’d carved out about a hundred feet up.  great field of fire.  His rounds didn’t have much punch in them at that distance, but he fired anyway.  Salinas threw lead right back and peppered that little cave just like I told him.  He sustained his fire for at least a minute.  That was a good twelve hundred rounds bouncing around that little cave. 

I was in a cave very much like that one when a pair of fifties cut loose on me.  It’s not just the bullets that kill you.  It’s the ricochets too.  Those fifty-caliber slugs start hitting rock walls and they not only bounce around, but they also chip off rock shards that also bounce around.  Whoever was in the cave was in a kill box filled with over two thousand flying lethal projectiles.  They kick up enough dust that you can’t see or breathe and even if you lay face down with your arms protecting your head, it's impossible not to get cut to shit. Even if they survived the barrage, they wouldn’t be combat-ready.

When I crawled out of my cave, I was lucky to be alive.  I had hundreds, maybe thousands of cuts and they were all bleeding.   I was lucky none of those hits were lethal and I damn near died from the infections.

This Jap commander wasn’t as clever as he thought.  Spread out like they were in those sporadic caves; they couldn’t reinforce each other.  In a sustained attack, no one would survive climbing between those caves, if we really poured it on. No way to relieve the wounded, no way to resupply ammunition.  In fact, if they didn’t have Jenna, I could hold those guys in the caves and spider holes indefinitely.  Certain long enough to starve them in place or kill them when they got hungry enough to crawl out.  I suspected this Jap Colonel’s specialty was mining or administration, not combat.

I was pretty sure that was a type 92 heavy jap machine gun that opened up.   It has a distinctive pop-pop sound.  The guys used to call it the woodpecker.   It operates with a crew of three, and I doubted if any of them were still alive.  Plus, those 92s’ weighed 122 pounds.  Moving them around that mountainside would be a chore, even with men Toliver’s size, and they didn’t appear to have any.  The Colonel had committed the classic mistake of creating an immovable defense. Strong, formidable entrenchments.  Almost impregnable, as long as the enemy does exactly as expected.

Round one for us.  They had the numbers, but we had position and range.  We could keep them boxed up, at least on this side of the mountain indefinitely.  I instructed my guys to move around a lot.  Don’t get spotted moving but get noticed when you’re set.  I wanted the japs to focus their attention on this side of the mountain and not be able to make a count.  If they figured out how thin we were, they’d start thinking about someone knocking at their back door. 

I’d told the mercs to find a spot, fire if they had a target, and then scoot, but don’t engage in extended fire.  It was a risk, opening fire without knowing Jenna’s status, but I figured showing fear would be worse.  If they became convinced that Jenna was a shield, I wouldn’t stand a chance of getting her back.  They had to fear me to bargain with me. Besides, they took her for a reason.  Sooner or later, they would need to parley to tell me what they wanted.  Any disruptions up to that conversation was just small talk. Or at least that’s what I hoped.

So aside from the fifties disappearing that machine gun nest in that high cave, there was also some sporadic shooting.  Suddenly, Salinas and his fifties found another target.  Scratch a second machine gun nest.  That had to shake them up a bit.

*****


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Suddenly a nip lieutenant came running out waving a white flag.  He was swinging it back and forth over his head and yelling, “stop shooting, stop shooting.” He wanted to make damn sure everyone saw his flag.  It took me a while to catch what he was shouting because he had such a thick accent, and he was switching between English and Japanese.

It was “No shoot! No shoot!” over and over again.

I yelled “Cease fire,” myself and tied a white to my Thompson and held it above my head. 

Me and Tijilik, Zia’s Dayak interpreter, walked out to meet the man.  Tijilik was unarmed.  He didn’t like that much, but he was.

Tijilik and the Lieutenant jabbered a little.

“My Colonel wants to discuss the situation,” he informed, and I gave him the go-ahead.

Then the Jap Colonel strutted out like he was the king of that island, and he didn’t hurry.  He acted like he had all the time in the world.  Which was fine with me because I still hadn’t heard from Zia.

He looked like a nip commandant that I’d seen in a movie once, short, fat, and pug ugly.  He had a mustache that wasn’t well-kept.  He looked like he was pretending to be Hitler with a paunch.  Toliver hadn’t joined us, but I knew he’d be trading his Thompson for a rifle and would be drawing a bead on this peacock nip.

“Who are you?”, he demanded.  He was spitting out orders like I was one of his privates.

“Jack Straw,” I replied through the interpreter.

“You’re in command?”

“Yes,” I declared.

Then he looked around and laughed.  “Of what?” he asked, stretching his arms out wide in an empty gesture.

I let that one go by.

“What happened to Ananue?” he demanded, suddenly stern and coming close enough for me to spell his bad breath.

I wanted to step back, but I held my ground.

“I think he means the witch doctor,” the interpreter suggested.

“A lizard ate him,” I explained.

He stared at me for a moment.  I got the impression he was trying to determine if I was being cute, or if I had actually fed the little shit to a dragon.  It only took him a second to decide and then he laughed.  Not just a snicker, a long, deep belly laugh.  He thought that was funny as hell and I came damn close to laughing with him.

“You do?” he asked, pointing at me.

“I do!” I declared and gave him a big smile.

“Humph,” he did a kind of grunt, instead of responding.

Then he pointed to me, turned, and spoke loudly to his men.  Loud enough for his gunners a few hundred feet up to hear and relayed the witch doctor's fate.  Laughter came from his men hidden in rocks and brush.

The laughter died down quickly and the moment turned serious again real quick.

“We just want the girl. We’re not looking for trouble,” I declared.

“I need her for a while. She won’t be harmed, but I need you to behave, and I think she has that power,” he explained.

“You hurt her in any manner, and I’ll blow the mine. My men have planted explosives in the rocks about the mine.  One signal from me and they will bring that mountain down on your precious gold mine.

“How do you know they are not dead and hanging from a tree?”

“I would have heard the shots,” I replied.

“We do have bayonets you know, and my men are quite skilled with them.”

“Like I said,” I didn’t hear the shots.

“You think they are that good?  This raggedy band of mercenaries,” he laughed.  “I am just about done with the mine. Go ahead, bury it.  I do not care.  There have been too many visitors. The dragons kept the locals out, but they attracted the Gia-Jins.  They came to my island one after another.  It seems that they will never end.  No Yankee!  It is time for me to go, and I need assurances that I can leave in peace,” declared the Colonel.

“And take your gold?” I asked.

“Of course, take my gold,” he agreed.

“I thought all you guys worked for the Emperor?” I challenged.

“The Emperor surrendered.  I no longer serve the emperor. I am a capitalist and I want to retire with my winnings,” the colonel asserted.  “Lay down your weapons, and you will not be harmed.  I will depart and you can have the island.  I and my officers will leave peacefully.” 

“They will hunt you down for the deaths of the Collins and the rescue team.  No, No. That was the work of an overzealous witch doctor.  I had no hand in that.  If I kill your party, yes that creates a big problem.  So, you will live, including the girl,” he declared. 

“I can’t surrender.  I don’t trust you.  If it was just me, I might chance it.  But I am responsible for too many lives, including the girl,” I answered. 

“Then I shall keep the girl.  Call her insurance.  She will be my guest until we get clear of the island.  I’ll leave her on the beach, but you have to stay here.  You have my word that she will not be harmed.  “I’ll kill her if I see anyone following or scouting me.  But not before I enjoy her.  She is quite beautiful. I have never had a Gai Jin whore!”

He was a big talker and I let him run his mouth.  I was playing for time.  I hadn’t heard from Zia, but I knew he was still on mission because he was too good to be taken without some ruckus and there hadn’t been any.  All I could do was wait and play this out.

“I noticed you wear the Daiso,” the Colonel declared, and I must have looked puzzled because he added, “The two swords of the samurai, as do I.”  He gestured by pointing at the hilts.

“Yes,” I acknowledged.

“Are you trying to mock me?” he challenged, his whole demeanor turning deathly serious.

“No Colonel.  These swords were a gift,” I assured quickly, the last thing I wanted was a confrontation over my swords.

“That is quite a gift.  That looks like a Masamune,” he declared.

“I believe it is a copy that dates from a period about a century later,” I informed.

“You know your katana history!” he declared, his tone conveying both surprise and respect.

“May I see it?  You can examine mine,” he offered, drawing his katana blade in a non-threatening manner.  I followed suit and we exchanged blades.

Masamune was a famous sword maker in the 1500s, his swords are as rare as hen’s teeth. They made a special blend of soft and hard steel, then forged it layer by layer to give the blade both flexibility and hardness.

There were several master sword makers down through the ages, their swords all meticulously made by hand and handed down from father to son for hundreds of generations.

“This is the sword of a house!  I’m sure it is at least 400 years old,” the Colonel declared.  “Are these some kind of Yankee souvenir?  Disgraceful!”

He was a very animated man, and he shook his head in disgust.

“The house had ended.  I received these blades from the last of the line.  It was the house of Wassagi.”

“I have heard of this house, I would give my left arm for a blade like this,” he declared.

“No need for that.  I will give them to you in exchange for the girl,” I offered.

No woman alive is worth this blade. Besides, to bargain for them would be dishonorable.  A blade like this is either given freely or conquered.  He ran his fingers along the fuller and held the steel high so that he could look down its length and see how the sun’s rays played along the blade.

“The spirit of the owner is still in the sword.  Can’t you feel it?” he pressed.

“Sometimes it has a will of its own,” I admitted.

“That is the spirit! You must not fight it,” he warned.  “It is your ally.”

“Why would a daimyo of a house give you such a present?”  I could tell from his tone that Jenna’s life could depend on the answer.”

“He was a friend, but he betrayed me.  In disgrace, he committed Seppuku and gave me his swords.  I was his second.  He missed the artery, and he wasn’t bleeding out.  That’s when I took his head.”

“You were his kaishakunin?”

“Hai!” I affirmed immediately and gave a slight bow.

The colonel looked at me for a long time, studying my face and locking his black eyes with mine.

Then he handed the blade back to me.  “We will fight for it,” he announced.

“No, we won’t,” I objected.

“I have but to raise my hand and your woman dies.  She is your woman, isn’t she?  There is nothing you can do to stop it, including gunning me down.  Your only choice is to fight.”

“And if I win?” I asked.

He laughed.  “In that case Yankee, you live, and all your men, and your woman.  My men will surrender, and you can even steal my gold.”

He turned to look at his men and called in a loud voice in Japanese. The Yankee and I are going to fight.  If I lose. They go free. Release the girl and lay down your arms.  You will be treated well and returned to Japan.”

“Is that understood?” He shouted.  “Let me hear from you.”

“Yes, came the shouts from hidden voices.”

“Do I have your word on that?” he asked, turning back to me.

“Yes,” I promised.

*****

Zia had made a strategic calculation, that Jenna was being held in the Colonel’s cabin, way up on the cliff face. It was the only location that made sense.  He had spent most of the night descending six-hundred feet of black basaltic cliff face, just above the suspect cabin.   It had been dangerous work in the dark, and the muscles of his arms and hands were cramping as he landed on the Colonel’s roof.  They had risked pounding a couple of pitons when they were high up, but when they got a few hundred feet lower, they were afraid the sound would echo and alert a sentry.   It would have been a tough climb in the daylight, but at night, with no moon, it was a feat of skill, courage, and sheer determination.

He touched down gently, not making a sound.  Then he stopped to listen and to stretch and carefully uncoil his small body.  He had not stood for several hours.  His legs had dangled, scaled, pushed him off, braced him, cushioned his fall, but not supported him in any normal fashion.  It took a few moments for them to acclimate. 

The logistics of the climb had required them to make the descent one man at a time.  They had a thousand feet of good sisal rope, and the weight of the rope alone was over forty pounds.  The length of the descent was unknown and could only be roughly estimated.  If they anchored one end of the rope and tossed the rest over the side, the excess could well land on the Colonel’s roof with a thud.  A sound sure to be investigated.  The only solution was to reel it out as needed and that required one climber to remain behind to pay out the rope as needed. The second climber would then descend. 

Zia crouched on the roof, hesitant to proceed alone, but anxious about the time.  The complete darkness, a light rain shower, and the cool night air had slowed his progress.  It would be daylight soon.  Too soon, he feared.  There was precious little time to waste.

When the black of the night turned to gray, Zia was lying flat on the edge of the roof, his body up against the cliff wall.  He could hear the Colonel having breakfast and someone reported Straw’s force taking up positions along their front to the south. 

“Any word from the Northern approach,” the Colonel demanded.

“Nothing sir.  They are just to the south,” the messenger insisted. 

“Man all the guns to the south and put the northern line on alert,” the Colonel ordered.

“Already done sir,” came the quick reply.  From the tone of the man’s voice, Zia assumed that he was an officer.

“I’ll be along shortly.  Get down there and keep an eye on things,” the Colonel snapped.

By the time the Colonel had finished his breakfast, Zia had climbed down from the roof and was crouched on one corner of a porch that flanked the building on the North and West. It had brought him closer to his target, but the voices he was hearing were more muffled.  He had not seen Jenna, but he had heard her voice.

Zia watched the Colonel take the switchback trail down to the base of the cliffs.  He left the Captain in charge of Jenna with instructions to watch for his orders.  Zia was in a quandary.  He could easily free Jenna if he used his Thomson. It would be as simple as pulling the trigger, but it would be noisy.  What then?   They would have to fight their way to Straw or climb back up six-hundred feet of sheer rock wall, probably under fire every inch of the way.  No! He needed it to be silent.  Free Jenna, then wait for Straw to make his move. That was his plan.  The next step would present itself.  All he had to do was wait.

Zia sensed a presence behind him and spun quickly, his Thompson ready.  Then he froze.  His partner was climbing down from the roof.  They exchanged nods, but no words.  Zia could see Jenna tied to a chair, but she appeared unharmed.  She wore a short kimono robe and when the Colonel had left, the Captain had pulled the robe open to expose her breasts. Jenna looked defiant and arched her back a little as if putting her magnificent chest on display.

“Take a look Mother Fuckers and eat shit”, her body language was sending a clear message.

She is gutsy, thought Zia, a woman like that deserves to be saved.

Both the Captain and the guard were gawking at Jenna.  They had their backs to Zia, but suddenly Jenna’s eyes grew wide.  She had seen Zia through the window.  He put his finger to his lips and nodded to her. 

Her expression changed immediately, and she smiled at the two men.  Internally Jenna was quaking, and her natural shyness was screaming cover-up, cover-up.  She wanted to melt into a ball and crawl into a corner, instead she reached down deep and found her courage.

Jenna smiled at them and shook her chest, making her D-cups sway provocatively.  “Like what you see.  Want to have some fun?”  She spoke in English and neither of them understood a word, but conversations are universal.  Neither of the men could look away and Jenna locked gazes with the Captain and her smile broadened as he moved closer. 

Suddenly one bare leg snapped toward him with all the strength that Jenna could muster.  She had been raised with four brothers and knew how to hold her own in a free for all.  The blow caught the Captain on the shin, and he lost his balance and went down. 

It also threw Jenna’s chair back and she landed on her back, with her legs in the air. While Jenna was holding her capture's attention, Zia had eased himself through the window.  He was halfway in when the Captain went down, but his partner was ready, and Zia heard a soft hooff as the poison dart sped toward the guard.

The guard slapped at his neck, then a half second later he crumpled to the floor because Zia had brought the steel barrel of the Thompson down hard on the back of his skull.  The Captain was struggling to his feet and reaching for his pistol at the same time.  He was a good soldier and reacted quickly to the sudden turn of events.  But his pistol was still in its holster when Zia’s boot connected with his face and sent the captain sprawling again.  The officer rolled and looked up at Zia, but the only thing he saw was the butt of a Thompson submachine gun closing on his face.

Zia put all of this strength behind the blow and his strike drove bone fragments into the Captain’s brain.  For him, the fight was over.

“Oh my God,” Jenna exclaimed in a voice much too loud.  Zia spun to see that she had caught some of the blood spatter.

“Shhh,” he hissed, putting his fingers to his lips again.

Jenna nodded.

Zia's partner had followed him into the room. Zia turned to face him and motioned toward the back of the room.  There was a door there, probably to the kitchen.   Zia was not certain of his body count, so they both proceeded toward the door.   There was no point in taking risks this close to success.

The cook turned out to be a native woman and was very glad to see them, once she understood that she would not be harmed.  She was a pretty little thing, about twenty-four or five.  One look at the relief on her face told Zia that she was there to do more than cook. 

Zia pulled Jenna upright, closed her robe over her breasts, and cut her ropes.  The shirt she had worn when captured had been shredded and was not wearable.  The kimono would have to do. 

“We have to get out of here,” she urged.

“No, I think the smart play is to stay for a bit.  Jack may need our support,” answered Zia.

“What can you do from way up here?”

“That machine gun nest about fifty feet below will be perfect”

There were two men in the machine gun emplacement.  It had a wide field of file downslope including where he could see Jack and Toliver coming out of the rocks.

“Stay here” He ordered Jenna, and she nodded her ascent, pulling the kimono more tightly around her.

“What about them?”  Jenna asked.

“They’re done hurting anyone,” responded Zia’s partner.  It was the first time Jenna had ever heard him speak.

*****


Chapter Twenty-Eight

I squared off with the Colonel and looked him in the eye.  I saw no fear.  He was a confident little shit, and that worried me.  For him, Japan was not a defeated nation, and he wasn’t a deserter, or whatever he was.  He was back in the past somewhere, with the real samurai, and I was a Gia-Jin.  A barbarian to be dispatched.  Played with a little, but quickly terminated.  

I could tell from his stance and the way he swung and positioned his blade that he was a pro.  I’d tried to honor the memory of Wassagi with a few lessons, but this guy was way out of my league.  My only chance was to stay on the defensive and wear him down.  I was easily in much better shape.  He had twenty-five years on me and was a good sixty pounds overweight.  

If I tried to go on the offensive too much, sooner or later I’d walk right into one of his traps.  So, my strategy was to be a little aggressive to instill some respect, maybe even a little fear, if that was possible, but mostly to exhaust him. There’s an old prize fighter rule, Get them breathing through their mouth, and you own them.  The trick is not to be breathing through your mouth yourself.

Anyway, that was my grand plan.  Stay alive until he was too tired to kill me!  It sounded good in theory, but while those blades were singing through the air, and opening new wounds with lighting slashes that I didn’t even God damn see, I was thinking that my plan sucked and that I was fucked!

The guy was good.  The lessons that I’d had could not compare with the practice this man had.  But he had not faced a serious opponent in a long while, if ever.  He might practice every day, but even if he spared with his men, they’d never dream of being a serious opponent.  I told myself that was my edge, but I didn’t really believe it.  Every time I tried to move in on him, he hit me with a flurry of movement, and I barely escaped with my life. Then he feinted and it suckered me.  I moved in too close and felt his blade open my forearm. Holly fuck, it hurt like sin!  I was lucky he didn’t slice that arm clean off.  A few inches closer and it would have been gone.

A full-on sword fight is more tiring than I’d ever imagined.  I was tired, scared, bleeding and this asshole was none of those things.  My arm was screaming with pain, and pumping blood like crazy.  We’d been banging blades for a good five minutes, and the frantic pace was wearing me out.  If this Jap was tired, he sure as hell didn’t show it. 

Sooner or later, he was going to tire of playing with me, and just end it.  There was a crazy look in his eyes.  He had the blood lust and that was feeding him enough adrenaline to run a marathon.  More than he needed to finish me.  

I had a dozen cuts.  At least half of them would need stitches if they could even be sewn at all, and I was losing blood fast.   I knew it was gonna weaken me soon.  I think the only thing keeping me alive was the pain.  It hurt like a son of a bitch.  Sweat ran into my eyes, blurring my vision, while the constant blood flow made my sword hilt slippery.  It damn near flew out of my hand on one of my wild swings, and I tightened my grip, which made the blood flow faster.  

I had the reach on him, and he was afraid of that.  It was the only fucking thing he was afraid of, but it was keeping me alive.  I was losing and getting worried.  I realized that this guy was going to kill me right here and now, and that thought scared me and my mouth went dry.  Then I felt a rush of adrenaline of my own, and something inside of me screamed “Fuck No!”  

But adrenaline can’t beat skill, not usually anyway, and he came back at me with a vengeance.  He sensed that he had me and the ancient samurai in the Colonel was going in for the kill.  “Don’t fight the spirit of the blade”, he had advised.  But that gave me nothing.  I tried to call up the spirit of Wassagi’s ancestors, but they weren’t listening.

I was certain that I was a goner.  His attacks seemed to be coming from everywhere, they were a constant onslaught.  I kept frantically parrying his strikes, our blades were moving at blinding speeds.  I knew it was just a matter of time until I was a fraction too slow on the block and he’d sliced me down the middle or cut my head clean off.   I wondered if I’d be able to see my body falling as my head rolled away from it.  That’s when I realized that inside, I’d already given up.  He was just too damn good for me and if my death saved Jenna, I was ready to pay that price.  

I was just waiting for it to happen.  Jenna would be safe, and Toliver could clean up the rest of the mess.  It would be okay.  My lifestyle was bound to catch up with me sooner or later, and it seems at last, that it had.

At least I was going with a sword in my hand.  My Viking ancestors would approve.  He came in at me again and I wasn’t sure I was going to make it out of this one. I held him at bay for about thirty seconds, but it felt like six hours.  Then he pressed hard, and I knew it was over. All I could see was that whirling blade coming at me, the sunlight glinting as it bounced off the ancient steel.  Would that be the last thing I saw in this life?  I’d prefer a sunset, a perfect day at sea, or Jenna’s sweet face and lovely body. They say you never hear the bullet that kills you, but I was looking right at the blade that would and it wasn’t making a fucking sound.

But it never landed.  It stopped mid-stroke and fell from the Colonel’s hand. A hand that was spinning and falling backward.  Through the fog of near death, I heard a loud report.  Actually, three right in a row.  Someone had unloaded a blast from a Thompson into the Colonel. 

Then I heard Toliver’s voice “Playtime’s over Jack!” he growled.

*****

Fighting for your life can distract your senses.  Your focus is so intense, your effort so herculean that you ignore everything else going on around you.  While I was locked in a deathmatch with the Colonel, Zia had freed Jenna, and taken out their most strategic machine gun emplacement.  With the Jap gunners still dying at his feet, he pumped the switch on the walkie-talkie and signaled all secure.  That message never registered with me.  I must have heard it.  It came loud and clear over two walkies that were near me.  But I have no memory of it.  It just didn’t happen in the world that I was in.

Toliver heard the radio squawk and then looked up the cliff and saw Zia waving his hat in the air.  He knew Jenna was safe and from Zia’s position, he knew the Japanese troops would be in a crossfire.  That’s when he raised his Thompson and fired.  The Colonel was only a few feet away and despite the speed of his movement, Toliver hit him dead center.

The Colonel was on the ground, blood filling his chest.  Looked like he had three hits right across the belly, each one a little higher and to his left.  The pattern of a Thompson’s kick. 

“That was not honorable,” he objected.  Mouthing the words softly, with blood bubbling from his lips.

His eyes reflected the realization that life was over.  The exact feeling that I’d had just a few seconds earlier.  I was absolutely convinced it was my turn. But now it was his, and he knew it.  Life can be so strange. Fate is so unpredictable.

“I didn’t make no deal!  That was between pretty boy and you,” Toliver announced in his loud booming voice.  “And I don’t give a shit about honor,” he added.

“Nobody shoot,” I yelled, holding up my bloody hands.  “The Colonel is still alive.  Don’t shoot.”

I looked around and no one was shooting.  At least not for the moment.

Toliver and I exchanged glances.  Then he said, “How many times do I gotta tell you? Never play the other man’s game!”

“I’ll remember next time,” I promised

“I don’t fucking believe you,” he replied.

“Gai-Jin,” I heard the Colonel say in a faint voice.

I thought the Jap was dead.  I would be with three in my middle, but he was struggling to talk.  He tried to talk, but just blood came out. He turned his head to the side and emptied a mouthful, then grunted a few words. Then he smiled and tried to laugh.  Like he had just put one over on me.  My mind went immediately to Jenna, had he done something to her?  Something dastardly. The only thing I understood was the last word.  Gia-Jin.  It means white devil or something even more derogatory depending on the translator.

I knelt beside him and Tijilik joined me.  He was trying to tell us something.  His words were barely audible and mixed with the blood that filled his mouth.  Tijilik turned his head and pressed his ear close.

Then the Colonel laughed and spit blood as he did so, but then he laughed again.

“What did he say?” I demanded, both curious and urgent.  I had a terrible dread.

The dayak’s eyes were wide, and showed fear, “he said that he put dung on the blade.  He poisoned you.  He wishes he could be here when you die, and he called you a white-skinned pig and a son of whore.”

As I said, there are many translations for Gai-Jin.

When I looked down again the Colonel was dead, he had reached for his sword, but I had kicked it away and it was too far for him to reach.

“Medic,” I called, “on the double.”

“Gather around the Colonel, I don’t want anyone to see he’s dead.  Make it look like we are saving him,” I ordered.

Then I shouted to the hillside, “We’re getting help for your Colonel!”

Toliver raised his Thompson and pointed it at the Lieutenant.  “Tell your men to hold their fire.  This business is over!”

Tijilik immediately translated and the Lieutenant instantly called to his troops.

Then he looked around as if searching for someone.

“Your Captain’s dead,” said Toliver, as if answering a question.  “Our men came in behind you.”

Tijilik translated and the Lieutenant, visibly slumped.

“Does that leave you in command?” I demanded.

“Hai,” he replied meekly with a kind of half bow.”

I stripped off the Colonel’s sash and this short sword.  Then I picked up his katana, sheathed it, and tossed the set to Toliver.  You’ve been wanting a pair, I said. Be careful of the long blade.  Clean it thoroughly.  He poisoned the edge.

“Medic, move your ass,” Toliver billowed immediately, the words were barely out of my mouth.

A Jap gunner up on their south facing wall must have looked threatening because way up on the rocks, overhead, Zia cut loose with a machine gun burst that raked a hundred yards of the cliff wall they were hiding in, sending a small avalanche of rocks and rock ships tumbling down slope.  It was apparent to everyone that his angle of fire put them all at risk.

“You’re in a crossfire” he yelled in Japanese.  “Put down your weapons.” Actually, I didn’t have a clue what he yelled, but he told me later.  It sure worked and everyone dropped their rifles and pistols and swords and raised their hands.

“Don’t shoot,” I yelled.  “Everybody who surrenders gets a bag of gold and a free pass off this island,” I promised and Tijilik translated.

It didn’t take the ex-army medic long to show up, but I didn’t think it mattered.  The look on the medic’s face didn’t inspire me with much confidence.  He was obviously in over his head.  He just stood there looking at my wounds and shaking his head.   He didn’t have a clue what to do.

Toliver slapped his face hard.  “Snap out of it kid,” he growled.  “It’s up to you.”

I had laid down on the ground.  If I’d been poisoned, the last thing I wanted to do was get it circulating through my system.  So, I stayed quiet, as motionless as possible.  I started to tell Toliver to call the doc, but he was way ahead of me.

“Toliver to Slim,” he broadcast in the clear. There was no need for codes any longer.

“Dragon 4, go,” came the quick response.

“Need you to call the Doc. Straw got into a sword fight and there was shit on the blade.  Human feces. He’s sliced up pretty bad. What do we do?”

“On it,” Slim shot back.

The next four minutes were some of the longest of my life.  I just rested quietly, patiently waiting for aid and comfort or to say my goodbyes.  Toliver kept looking at the sky as if Slim was going to shout down to him what to do.

“Burn them out,” Slim’s voice blared from the walkie-talkie.  The Doc says to clean the wounds as much as possible, then cauterize the opening.  Each and every one of them.  Doc says speed is essential.  Don’t rush, make sure you get them clean, then seal them up.  But do it quick.”

There was silence for a moment.  I had a fuck of a lot of cuts.

“Gonna hurt like hell,” Toliver said and dropped a canteen next to me.

“Canadian whiskey, the good stuff,” he announced.

But the medic snatched up the canteen. He seemed to have found his courage and exclaimed, “I need this.  Someone get me some water. Lots of it.”

I sure would have loved a few swigs of that whiskey, but I wanted to live more, and I lay back and let the medic work.  Toliver knelt next to me.  He had a leather strap that he’d taken off of his Thompson’s sling, and he doubled it over and put it between my teeth. 

“Sorry, that’s all we got, Jack boy,” he said.

“I’m going to need you to hold him,” the medic declared.  “Someone start a fire and heat up some knife blades.  A bunch of them.  I need them super fucking hot,” he shouted to the others.

“I’m going to need two men to help me hold him,” Toliver yelled right afterward.

I was starting to sweat, and I could feel it seeping into my cuts.  It stung like hell.  Just a precursor I told myself.  God that whiskey sounded great.  Maybe there would be some left.  Nothing was happening yet, but I was sure chomping down on that leather strap at just the thought of what was coming.  Then I jerked and really bit down hard.  The medic had poured that whiskey into the first wound. God almighty that stung.  I could feel that alcohol seeping down into my cuts.  It was like a slow spreading flame.

That lieutenant was still nearby.  He’d been disarmed and was under guard.  Toliver walked over to him and motioned to Tijilik.

“Tell this monkey that if he doesn't find a big bottle of Saki in the next three minutes, I’m going to start killing japs, starting with him and I don’t give a shit what was promised.”

The lieutenant took off at a dead run.  The guard started to follow, but Toliver called him back.  “Let him go.  He’ll be back.”

Toliver was right.  One minute and forty-four seconds later, Toliver timed it, the Jap was handing Toliver two big bottles of Saki. 

Then the big man knelt, propped me up, and gave me the first bottle.  “To your health,” he exclaimed.

I drank as fast as I could, while the medic cleaned and flushed out all the cuts with clean water and chased it with premium Canadian Club.  Saki had never been my drink, but I was fast becoming a fan.  As the medic quickly moved from wound to wound, dousing each with whisky, then giving them a minute to dry, I was keeping up by sucking on that Saki like it was my mother’s milk.  It blurred some of the pain, but when the medic pulled my skin back to work the sulfur in deep, the pain came rushing back with a vengeance.   Then I heard the words I will never forget, and I drained that first bottle like it was a six-ounce beer.

“Get ahold of yourself, I’m going to have to sear these wounds,” announced the medic.  “I need a hot knife, red hot,” he called out.

God damn, that hurt, and no amount of Saiki or whiskey was gonna make it not hurt.   It took three of them to hold me down, including Toliver.   I could smell my flesh burning and it made me want to puck.

Fuck, I don’t know how many times they hit me with those hot blades.  I tried to count them, but that just made it worse.  They kept switching knives.  The medic would demand “hotter”, and they’d heat them up until they fucking glowed.  The ones I saw at least.  I tried my best not to look, but it’s just natural to want to see it coming.

When he was done, I was panting like I’d just run a marathon.  But I was glad it was over.  Then I realized, it wasn’t.  It was like in a dream, all of a sudden, the words get through to you and you realize, “Oh Fuck!”

“Jack.  I’m sorry, but these last three are just too deep.  You’re lucky it didn’t slice a tendon or go clean through.  I can’t get deep enough with the knife.  Not to be certain that I get them completely sterilized.  I’m going to have to sear them with gun power.”

“Bullshit,” I exclaimed.

“It’s too deep.  I need to sprinkle gunpowder in the wound, then light it.

“Jesus Fuck” I exclaimed.

“It’s gonna hurt like sin, but I think it will do the trick.

“He’s right Jack.  I’ve seen this done.  It does work. It’s the mother of pain, but it works.  I’ve seen it save arms and legs.”

This part I didn’t want to see, so I laid back and sucked on my second Saki bottle.  We’d gotten real intimate by that point.

Next thing I knew Jenna was beside me. 

“What have they done to you Jack?” she asked. 

“I’ll be fine,” I answered.

“You don’t look fine,” she replied.  

“She put her hand on my shoulder and pressed me against the ground while the others tightened their grips.   Her smile gave me strength and her smell reminded me of things left undone between us. Then the pain came rushing back. Toliver had pinched off the head of some .45 cartridges from his Thompson and was sprinkling the gunpowder in my wounds.  They stung everywhere they came into contact with the sulfur and potassium. 

“Not too much” cautioned the medic.  “That’s enough.”

“Everyone shield your eyes and hold him tight,” he ordered, and I felt the pressure from everyone’s hands.

Jenna whispered, “Hang on baby,” and smiled, just before she leaned all her weight on me and grimaced.

Then I jerked and screamed and felt the worst pain of my life.  Then the world was blank.

*****


Epilogue

Spotts showed up a day later with a platoon of marines.  They made a small amphibious landing on the west side of the island.  We had everything mopped up and the gold mine secured and intact in no time.   He wasn’t pleased about me feeding the witch doctor to a dragon or torching his houses along with its guards, but it wasn’t entirely unexpected.   As I said, Spotts and I have had dealings before.

Girard had already radio-telephoned our situation to the states.  I was sure the Hollingsworth minions were already knocking on doors and filing paperwork for their new gold mine.  They’d probably even write off the whole cost of the expedition on their taxes.

I’d made a promise to the Jap soldiers and Spotts made sure it was honored.  Most of them thought they were still fighting the war.  Only the Colonel and a captain knew the war was over.  The men were told that they had secret orders from the Emperor and to just keep digging, and that the Emperor needed the gold to rise again.  There were about thirty of them left, and six wanted to stay on the island. They had families here and this had become their home.  I gave them each their share of the gold that was stored on site, and wished them luck.  They’d disappear into the jungle until all the strangers left the island, then work their way back into village life.

There wasn’t much for the marines to do.  They went tromping off to explore and secure the other side of the island and I lent them Slim’s air support services when they needed it. 

After the shooting was over, Toliver, Zia, and Parker all went to inspect our new goldmine. I didn’t go because I was recuperating from being burned alive, so I passed.   There wasn’t anywhere on my body that didn’t hurt.  They told me that there wasn’t much to see, picks, shovels, some ore cars that ran on narrow gauge tracks, and a fairly compact smelter.  The smelter was well hidden in the rocks.  At first glance, it looked exactly like it was part of the mountain.  It was in a rock crevice and any heat or smoke coming out, appeared to be volcanic release. 

They couldn’t save Lexxi’s leg, but she only lost the portion below the knee. Tough on a beautiful woman, but somehow, I knew she wouldn’t let it slow her down.

We had come to this island to catch Komodo dragons, but we hadn’t done much of that, so I suggested that we get back to it.   Less than a week later we had four dragons in the can.  The zoo ordered two mating pairs, so we shipped them two males and two females.  I figured the rest was up to them.  They weren’t the biggest, but they’d grow.

After all the trouble, the last one was easy.  I parked the truck in a clearing and left the cage in the truck bed.  I fashioned a ramp up to the truck bed, opened the cage door, and tied a goat to the rear bars.  Then I put another goat out in the clearing, and they came running like I’d just wrung the dinner bell.   They tore up the first goat, then with the hunger lust at its peak, they all milled around contentious as hell.

After several minutes of hissing and swinging their tales viciously at one another, one of them finally walked up the ramp and took the goat.  I was on the roof of the truck, and I crawled over the top of the cage and dropped the door.  The dragon looked up with a mouth full of goat and hissed at me from a few inches away.  The smell from his open mouth was overpowering.  I don’t think I’ll ever smelled anything that vile.   There were steel bars between us, but they didn’t give me any comfort.  I’ll say one thing though.  I’d rather look down a tiger’s mouth, than a Dragon’s.

For Lexi’s sake, I tried for a big one.  It was too dangerous and impractical as hell.   The big ones just didn’t herd well, and it seemed like the bigger they got, the more aggressive they became.

We all said our goodbyes and Slim flew Toliver and me back to Tahiti in the Cat, and I took him sailing.  He got seasick the first day out.  The air was his domain, and he was at home there, even more than I am.

Hollingsworth Ltd was good to their word.  They didn’t have much choice, between my percentage of the gross contract and Rowena acting as a guardian angel.  It didn’t take them long to get operations up and running, and the checks began flowing into the trust accounts.  But I seldom spend them.  Mostly I just buy Hollingsworth Ltd stock, whenever the price is right.  With that pack of vultures around Rowena, I never know when she’ll need my proxy.

I never saw Jenna again.  We said a brief goodbye because she had a shoot in Africa that was calling. She tried to give me a hug, but I had burns all over my body and we quickly abandoned that idea. I’d never met a woman quite like Jenna Taylor.  Aside from being absolutely stunning, she was a basketful of contradictions.  She had a smile that melted my heart, but a temper that would scare the devil himself.  Ya didn’t see it much, but boy when she fired off, hang on to your hat, because this lady had some fire in her.  She had an infuriating habit of not answering my questions.  Or rather, selectively answering them.  She was extremely reluctant to talk about herself and I was always trying to piece her story together from fragments she dropped here and there.  Like a bread crumb trail to the real J. Taylor. 

She was a hell of a photographer, I’ll say that. A real professional and fearless when it came to getting the shot.  Take that camera away from her and she was chock-full of anxieties.  The girl worried about everything.  But put her behind the lens and she was a different person.  Jenna would be anything to snap a few frames at just the right moment.  “Freezing time” she called it.  But she’d get way too close to those big fucking lizards

I had a lot of feelings for Jenna.  Given more time, she might even have eclipsed my love for Rowena, but some things are never meant to be.  Jenna was a total enigma.  Half adventure woman and half shy girl in the corner.  She would make her own way in this world, in her own way, as we all must do.  

A year later I received a copy of life magazine and there I was on the cover; a huge lizard faced me menacingly.  The enclosed note from Jenna said simply, “I miss you, Jack.”

*****

Note to Reader:  If you like this book, please give me a review.

Thank You!
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