	Frank Brand, Jimmy Griffin and Tony Murray could be relied on to do their best to get back to their unit and be ready to fight when needed. Although they rarely knew precisely where they were, they always had a good idea of their position in relation to Milne Force Headquarters and they knew the direction they had to take. After they shot up the Jap porters, they headed south towards the coast. By then, the Japs had advanced westwards, holding tight to the coastal track and, except to gain a local tactical advantage, rarely penetrating more than thirty metres into the jungle on either side. The three Australians were therefore able to shadow the track with impunity only a little further inland, until they came to the obstacle of the Gama River. There they moved upstream, out of sight and range of the Japs trying to cross the river against the thinly-spread resistance of the Australians on the western bank.


	They chose a point a couple of miles upstream where they were confident they wouldn't be seen, rolled their clothes into a ball containing such food and ammunition as they still had, slung it to their rifles and swam the river naked.


	On the other side, Frank said, "If we move back down the river bank, we could find the coastal track. There aren't any Japs over here."


	"Are you sure?"


	"I'd bet on it."


	"Even if you're right, they could cross at any time," Tony demurred. "We'd be safer to head south-west, straight for Gili Gili."


	"You could be right."


	After pushing some way through the jungle, they found a couple of tracks leading more or less in the right direction. So they made good progress before dark. During the night they heard sounds of gunfire from the Bay.


	"Another naval bombardment," Jimmy said. "Probably landing more troops."


	"We'll soon know. We can't be far now from Gili Gili."


	In the morning, they crossed Poin Creek and skirted Stephen's Ridge on a south-west course towards the coast. A few hundred metres past Poin Creek they came upon a cleared area. 


	Tony grinned. "Look at him - over there!"


	His shorts around his ankles and the chinstrap of his floppy digger hat resting on the back of his neck, a soldier was seated on the middle of three holes in a pre-fabricated latrine top, reading an old newspaper.


	"Let's frighten the bloody wits out of him," Frank said. "When I say three, start yelling and rush him. One...two... three..." 


	The soldier leapt to his feet, tried to run, was tripped by his shorts and fell on his face. He looked up to see three Australian soldiers careering around him, convulsing with laughter.


	"You bloody bastards! What the hell do you think you're up to? I'll do the bloody lot of you!"


	Then he looked down at his almost naked body, his shorts around his ankles, his digger hat flung ten yards away and the newspaper disintegrating in the morning breeze. His face oozed into a reluctant grin. He looked at the three practical jokers, weak and helpless with laughter, and his chest began to heave. He tried to pull his shorts up but couldn't do it for laughing. He lay back on the ground and let himself go.


	When he recovered, he asked, "Anyway, who the hell are you? Where did you come from?" 


	"Sixty-first. 'D' Company. We're from Ahioma."


	"The mob that got cut off? Some of them got back overland. You must have been on the luggers. Are you all that's left?"


	"Don't know. We were on Bronzewing. We don't know anyone else who survived from her," Frank explained. "But Elevala  was in front. Some of the blokes on her might have made it."


	"Where's the Sixty-first now?" Jimmy asked.


	"Right here, mate, and over the other side of the strip, waitin' for the Nips. Where are the bastards anyway? Wish they'd come so we can fix 'em once and for all and get out of this friggin' place. You see anythin' of 'em the last few days?"


	"Knocked a few over on the way back," Frank said, "and we saw them massing on the other side of the Gama. Yesterday. They might be across by now."


	"How many?"


	"Hard to say. A few thousand, I'd reckon. Enough to force their way across and come on here when they're ready."


	"A few thousand we can handle. Fifty thousand'd be a bit more yakka. Anyway, come with me. I'll show you the Sixty-first H.Q. They'll be bloody glad to see you."








	"B" Company of the 61st, under Captain Bicks, was still patrolling to the east of the Gama River as far as the K.B. Mission. Bicks had no chance of holding the Japanese. His instructions were not to try, but observe, harass and report. So he kept a close watch on Hayashi's 5th Kure Naval Landing Force and made hit-and-run attacks as often as he could without incurring unacceptable casualties. But he knew his attacks could do no more than delay the much larger enemy force and, on the day Brand, Griffin and Murray swam the Gama further north, Hayashi's men also crossed and commenced an advance around Swinger Bay that would bring them to the airstrip where the main body of the 61st was deployed.


	Clowes waited calmly and prepared his trap. Over-confident and consequently careless, the Japs assumed they faced little opposition and that of poor quality, an assumption Clowes deliberately nurtured. But now the time had come to deploy his forces more decisively. So he ordered the 18th Brigade to move east to the vicinity of Number Three Airstrip to reinforce the 61st and ensure that Hayashi's thrust west could be halted.


 	"Won't it also," one of his officers asked, "consolidate our forces and help us meet any new Japanese landing?" 


	"Perhaps," Clowes replied, "but it depends where they land."


	That consideration was crucial. Japanese convoys were still entering the Bay each night and could make new landings wherever they chose. Clowes had to plan for the contingency of new landings to the west, although he believed the decisive battle would be at Number Three Strip. If he could win a clear victory there, he could push the Japs back into the sea.  


	Clowes reported back to Macarthur.


 	"He'll be disappointed," one of the battalion commanders told Clowes. "He'll be expecting a ball-by-ball description."


	Clowes laughed. "Don't I know it. But we can't have Macarthur and his staff - most of whom have never fired a shot in anger - looking over our shoulders and telling us, from thousands of miles away, which of our rifles to fire next. We've got to win this fight and we're the only ones who can. We can't wait for them to tell us how. So my reports will tell them accurately and concisely what we've done and are doing but not ask them every five minutes what we ought to do. That's how it's got to be."








	Hayashi hadn't advanced as quickly as he'd hoped. West of the Gama, the going was tough along the muddy coastal track; and skirmishes with Bicks' patrols continued to cause delays. Though the outcome was predictable - the Australians usually broke off the engagement - his men incurred heavy casualties. Nevertheless, he considered a quick advance worth the high cost: the sooner they could take the airstrip, the sooner they could supply and reinforce from the air and give close air support to further advances west. Strategically, they'd be able more rapidly to complete their build-up for the assault on Moresby. He pressed on as fast as he could.


	Meanwhile, Clowes had to modify his dispositions. On the afternoon of the 29th of August, his aircraft reported another Japanese convoy of a cruiser and nine destroyers headed for the Bay. As a result, he decided, with some misgiving, to leave the 18th Brigade where it was so he could move it quickly to meet a possible new landing to the west. That left the 61st, minus Bicks' Company, to meet Hayashi's main thrust against Number Three Strip. They'd be outnumbered by an elite battle-hardened enemy but, given the uncertainties, Clowes considered he had no option.  


	He thought the attack on the strip might come as early as the night of 28th to 29th August. The next night, when warships - presumably those reported by Clowes' aerial reconnaissance - shelled his positions from the Bay, his forces were on full alert but no attack on the strip eventuated. On the 30th, he sent fresh patrols to probe Jap positions all the way from Number Three Strip to Bicks' positions. Their assessment was that an attack was imminent though Clowes couldn't be sure exactly when.


	Hayashi made no comparable attempt to assess Australian strength. He believed the enemy couldn't stand up to his elite force however many they were and however deployed. Unaware of and unworried by Clowes' preparations, he was ready, by the evening of the 30th August, to launch his attack on the strip - an attack that, he believed, would be decisive.  


	"We will attack," he told his staff, "from the seaward end of the strip: at night, when we'll have cover and achieve surprise. We'll panic the enemy with noise and chase them out of their holes. Then, keeping up the pressure at this end, we'll hit them from the other flank - from that ridge up there to the north-west." He pointed to Stephen's Ridge. "Their whole line will crumble. We'll take the strip and consolidate, in case they have the heart to counter attack." 


	He looked through his field-glasses at the airstrip. He couldn't see the defenders but he knew they'd be watching. 


	"I want the men ready to attack at any time," he said. "Any time. That clear? A total alert till I give the order to stand down." 











	On re-joining the 61st, those who came safely overland from Ahioma, including Donk Kenyon and Chilla Fewtrell, as well as Brand, Griffin and Murray, were re-assigned to what was left of "D" Company, deployed defensively at the north-west end of the strip, near Stephen's Ridge. Directly in front of their sights was an area of open ground, varying in width from two to four hundred metres and covered with kunai grass up to a metre high. They could bring intense rifle and machine-gun fire to bear on anything moving across that open area. But they'd have to react smartly. There'd be no second chances. The airstrip was right at their backs. So any retreat would bring the Japs on to and across the strip and the Australians would then have the tough job of digging them out.


	"When do you think they'll have a go at us?" Tony asked.


	"We're pretty safe to relax till dark," Frank replied. "They'll want to use the night as cover to cross the open ground and close in on our positions. So long as we see them coming and get a good concentration of fire, it'll be tough for them to break through. But there's a weakness over there - that ridge. If they come round it - behind it, using it as cover - they could outflank us. How do you see it, Jimmy?"


	Griffin agreed. "She's a risk." 


	The shadows were growing longer. The tropical evening would soon snap into night. They couldn't hear or see the Japs; but they knew, from their patrols, that they were on the other side of the open ground.


	"Everything all right, you blokes?" their sergeant queried.


	"No problems," Jimmy replied. "But Frank's been saying we could do with some blokes up there on the ridge."


	"They could outflank us round the back of the ridge," Frank confirmed. "We could do with a few men in Stephen's house too. And that depression near the house is a natural fox-hole. I was over there yesterday. If we put a man in that, he could hit the Japs as they come round the lower part of the ridge or up from Poin Creek."


	The sergeant thought about it. "It'd give us more defence in depth..."


	"And more warning that they're on their way," Tony added.


	"You volunteering?"


	"Yes," all three of them said together.


	"I'll talk up the line. Keep your eyes open. I'll be back."


	When he came back, he said, "All right, the C.O.'s agreed. We'll put a detail on the ridge."


	"What about Stephen's house and the depression near it."


	"Those too. But just a few men. The C.O. doesn't want to spread our defence too thin. He wants just enough to make sure they can't outflank us round that end of the strip."


	"I'll take the depression, sarge. I know where it is," Frank offered.


	"You've had a pretty rough time lately, Frank. Are you sure you can handle it?"


	"Too right I can."


	"Can you fit two in that fox-hole?"


	"Only just."


	"Then you better take young Tony with you. Take your time. It'll be dark soon. Make sure you don't let the Nips see you getting there. And Griffo?"


	"Yes, sarge?"


	"How about you give 'em support from the house. You can take four volunteers with you." He grinned. "You'll be acting lance-corporal - unpaid. All right?"


	Griffin chose Donk Kenyon, Chilla Fewtrell and two others.


	"A man's a skull to let himself get sucked into this shemozzle," Donk grumbled. But there was no chance he wouldn't go. 








	The night had grown old. Midnight had long gone. Everything was still.


	"Nearly three o'clock," Griffin said, more to himself than his companions. "And not a thing moves."


	They'd occupied Stephen's house now for more than seven hours, taking turns to rest while the other four stayed alert. About a hundred metres to the south-east, Frank and Tony were concealed in the natural depression that gave them an advanced observation post and a 360-degree field of fire. An enemy approaching from the south, trying to use the shelter of Poin Creek, would have to run the gauntlet of their defence. Above them, on Stephen's Ridge, a platoon of "D" Company, reduced now to about half its normal strength, commanded both approaches around the ridge from south-east or north-west. So a Jap attack would have to survive enfilading fire from three points - Stephen's house, Stephen's Ridge and the natural fox-hole - to get in close enough to tackle the main defence line of the 61st at the north-west end of the airstrip. 


	Suddenly, the silence was shattered.


	"What in hell was that, Frank?" Tony whispered.


	A loud clanging noise, as though someone had struck a huge gong, came from down near the beach.


	"Sounds like a signal. Could be to attack."








	Hayashi commanded his men from the front. He always had. And, as always, he used tactics to unnerve the enemy. Attack in the early hours of the morning when the enemy's stamina and steadiness are at their lowest. Herald the attack with loud, startling noises and launch it with sound and fury, giving the impression of overwhelming force.


	This time, from Hayashi's viewpoint, the main effect of the gong was negative: it alerted the Australians all along the line. They immediately prepared for battle and shot flares above the area nearest the Bay.


	Even as the flares went up, the first wave of marines began their transit of the open ground. A couple of Australian twenty-five pounders opened fire and mortars started exploding among the advancing marines.


	Hayashi heard the ominous whistle of the first shell a moment before it exploded behind him. But he was the commander of one of Japan's finest formations. He was too proud to cower in the face of enemy fire. He stood straight and tall, watching his men advance through the kunai grass. 


	The second shell he never heard. It fell shorter, exploding no more than ten metres from where he stood...








	Many of the first wave of marines survived the first bursts of machine-gun and rifle fire, the mortar bombs and artillery. They continued to run, shouting loudly, across the open ground, but, bunched closely together, they were an easy target. Now there were only a few dozen, now ten, now five. The last man fell long before he reached the Australian positions. The attack died with him. The Australian fire ceased.


	A second wave moved into the attack, again shouting, again bunched together, again an easy target as the flares exploded above them. As their ranks thinned, the survivors fanned out and this time the last man died a little closer to the Australian line, but still not close enough to inflict casualties. Then, for a short time, except for the cries of the wounded, there was silence.


	A third wave formed and launched itself on the same hopeless errand. They tried to make the crossing more quickly this time but, still clustered together, were doomed long before they could complete the long transit. Like its two predecessors, it died without accomplishing anything. The cries of the wounded were louder. The Australian line wasn't reached, let alone breached. 


	Torn terribly in neck and stomach, Hayashi was carried back to an aid post. He was bleeding profusely but the bleeding stopped before he reached the post. The medical officer applied the standard tests but could find no residue of life. He crossed the arms over the prostrate body and covered it with a groundsheet. Commander Hayashi was dead.








	At the Stephen's Ridge end of the airstrip, the cover for an attacking force was better. Hayashi would have been wiser to commence the battle there - or at least to mount an attack there simultaneously with the assault at the beach end. Now the Japanese prepared to attack only when they'd suffered a serious reverse near the beach, their forces were badly depleted and Hayashi himself was dead.


	"What do you reckon they'll do now?" Tony asked.


	"If I were the Japs, after the pasting they've taken near the beach, I'd look at my tactics again. How can they dig us out of our positions - or break through our line at some point? They've got to cross some open ground to get to close quarters at any point; but, the way I see it, their chances are much better up here. They've got more room to manoeuvre and they don't need to make such a long, full-frontal attack."


	"You hear anything?"


	"Not much, but sounds like they're getting ready to jump from over there - from the creek."


	"I reckon you're right."


	"Get your flares ready. We've got to catch 'em soon as they move."





	Hayashi had planned a three-pronged attack from the north-west end of the strip. The main force was to strike around the western end of Stephen's Ridge directly at the Australian line. Another was to take and use Stephen's house as a staging point for reinforcements to attack the strip nearer the beach. A third force was to advance along the shelter of Poin Creek and attack via the depression now occupied by Frank and Tony. It was this third force that struck first. 


	When it emerged from Poin Creek, the two Australians shot up flares and were able to fight off the initial assault. But they revealed their position to the detachment assigned to occupy Stephen's house. Part of this detachment attacked and would have overrun Frank and Tony's position; but they were stopped by supporting fire from Stephen's house. 


	Frank's dispositions proved sound; but the diversion of fire to help him and Tony allowed the rest of the detachment attacking the house from the north to get closer in. 


	In the meantime, the main Japanese force began its attack from the western end of Stephen's Ridge. As they advanced, they suffered casualties from the platoon occupying the heights of the Ridge; but they remained a formidable force as they came around the end of the ridge and advanced directly on the main Australian line. If they'd had the support Hayashi had planned, from Stephen's house and the depression, they'd have been a serious threat to the main Australian defences. 


	But without that support, their chances of breaching the Australian line were small. Their only real hope of driving a hole in the Australian defence continued to lie in taking Stephen's house by assault either from the Ridge or from Poin Creek. If they could take the depression too, so much the better.








	The force they deployed to take Stephen's house greatly outnumbered the five Griffin defenders. By the time those defenders halted the force attacking Frank and Tony, some thirty Japanese from Stephen's Ridge were within twenty metres of the house. Though too few by themselves to threaten the main Australian line, if they could neutralise Stephen's house and convert it into a staging point to reinforce the main Japanese assault, the Hayashi plan, after the setbacks suffered near the beach, would begin to work out.


	The Griffin five fired freely, without much chance to aim. The yelling, screaming Japs in front of them were hard to sight. One of the last half-dozen attackers fell and then two. A third stumbled and fell screaming as a .303 bullet bored through his knee. At fifteen metres three were left.


	"Christ, the bastard got me," Donk cried, grabbing his right shoulder.


	But the other four managed to stop the attack. The last Jap died almost within reach of the Australian bayonets.


	"Where'd they get you?" Chilla asked Donk.


	"Shoulder. She's bleeding a bit but she'll be right. I can move me arm."


	"Enough to shoot?"


	"She'll be painful but it'll do. It'll have to. Here they come again."


	Another smaller detachment this time of about a dozen men charged from the bank of Poin Creek. At first, they headed for the house, then swung towards the depression. Frank and Tony engaged them but their fire wasn't as accurate as before. The Griffin detachment swung their fire round in support, Donk wincing as his rifle kicked against his shoulder. The Japanese attack began to wither.


	But they kept coming. The last of them, bent and weaving, reached to within fifteen metres of the Australians. There his hand went to his hip and grasped a grenade. Still he stayed immune from the fire now concentrated wholly on him. Still running, he took out the pin and flung his arm back. He straightened to throw. The force of the throw was already in his arm when the bullets ripped through him, tearing his face and chest away. 


	When the grenade left his fingers, his fingers were already dead... 








	It was all over now. Three bugle calls sounded from the Japanese positions. The Australians sent up their flares again in case the calls signalled a new attack; but this time the signal was for withdrawal. As dawn came up over the Solomon Sea, Australian patrols thrust around the Japanese flanks, cut down the stragglers and pushed back the rest. Along the track near the K.B. Mission, Bicks pressed his attacks aggressively as the enemy, no longer advancing to the west, now tried to escape through his patrols to the east.


	After the grenade exploded, there was no sound or movement from Frank and Tony's position. As soon as the fighting allowed, stretcher parties rushed to Stephen's house and the depression. Donk didn't need them and turned down Chilla's offer of help: "What d'ya think I am? A bloody cripple?" He walked unaided to the dressing station. 


	When the stretcher party first saw Tony, they were sure he must be dead. Some cuts about his face were superficial, but how could he have survived the deep and terrible wounds in the lower abdomen? But he had. Though unconscious, he was still breathing, still clinging tenuously to life. Griffin helped the stretcher party carry him to the dressing station. He refused to believe Tony was dying. He, Tony and Frank had shared so many adventures in the last few months, he'd come to think of them all as immortal - rather like the Three Musketeers. They'd come through so much, surely none of them could die now.


	But couldn't they? Any ideas of immortality, Griffin knew, were fanciful. He chose to help the stretcher party with Tony because Tony had an outside fighting chance. Frank had none. He'd be dead before they got him on a stretcher...


	Nevertheless, he could still hope - pray - for a miracle. So, as soon as he got Tony to the dressing station, he hurried back for the last of the Musketeers. He hadn't gone far when he met the stretcher party carrying all that was left of Frank...


