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Many heroes lived ... but all are unknown and unwept, extinguished in everlasting night, because they have no spirited chronicler.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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ONE IMPORTANT PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK HAS BEEN TO CHRONICLE my soldiers’ incredible journey in one of the most dangerous places on the face of the planet. These remarkable men spent sixteen months on a small Forward Operating Base in the Bermel Valley, roughly twelve kilometers from Pakistan. Throughout the course of their deployment, these soldiers endured continuous close, direct-fire contact with a combat-hardened, tactically proficient enemy on its home terrain. I was both blessed and cursed to have led one of the most valorously decorated conventional combat units in the history of Operation Enduring Freedom. When the haze of combat dissipated, the Outlaws were awarded seven Bronze Stars, including five for Valor, twelve Army Commendations for Valor, and thirty-two Purple Hearts. I am writing this book to tell the world of their amazing accomplishments and to secure their place in American military history.

It’s also worth noting that this book displays no political agenda nor is it a review of U.S. foreign policy in Afghanistan. This story is not intended to hurt anyone’s feelings but rather to provide an honest assessment of what combat was like for these young warriors.

Regrettably, it was impossible to mention every member of the platoon in this book. The men portrayed herein are representative of the unit as a whole. My goal was to show the world their sacrifices and, in doing so, provide readers with a much-needed window into the heart of American infantry soldiers everywhere. Also, I have no desire to expose any soldiers who did not live up to this standard, so I have changed the names and identifying characteristics of some soldiers.

Finally, this book is a work of nonfiction. Every event in this book took place. Actions and experiences have been retold using both my own memory and interviews with my men. Dialogue is presented here from my own recollection and is not intended to be a word-for-word documentation; rather, it is intended to capture the essence of the moment. Any errors made in the story were not intentional and likely can be attributed to the intense pace and chaotic nature of combat.








MAP

[image: Map.jpg]








PROLOGUE
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February 5, 2006

Eastern Afghanistan

THE SNOWCAPPED RIDGES STRETCHED FROM HORIZON TO horizon, a vast dragon’s back of peaks and valleys. An hour before, as we had left Bagram Air Force Base, the landscape had been salted with villages and walled qalats interspersed with the ruins of ancient fortresses constructed during Alexander the Great’s time. As we choppered eastward, such signs of civilization began to vanish. The qalats and farms grew sparse. Finally, even the Kuchi nomads and their tent camps disappeared.

Towering mountains, their rocky cliffs wrinkled like an old man’s face, flanked the red-brown flatlands where not a road could be seen. Here the earth was untransformed by human endeavor. I found beauty in its pristine hostility. It was perhaps the last place on the planet that had defied the efforts of man.

I found it lonely too. I wished my men were with me in this helicopter. Our battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Chris Toner, had ordered us platoon leaders to fly out a few days ahead of our men to our assigned base on the Pakistani border. We were to be briefed by the unit we were replacing, learn the area, and prepare the way for our platoon’s arrival. After the orientation, we would begin combat operations. In the meantime, a hollow sense of loneliness remained ever present.

I was sitting in the back of a Boeing CH-47 Chinook, the venerable “Flying Banana” that harkened back to the Vietnam War. The airframe of that bird was older than I was. Eighty feet long and powered by two jet engines mounted on the back pylon, the Chinook looked about as aerodynamic as a metropolitan transit bus with rotors. We entered and exited via an aluminum ramp in the back of the cargo bay.

The Chinook crews were a breed apart. They usually flew with the ramp down and the flight engineer sitting on the end of it like a kid fishing off an old dock. Except instead of a pole and Zebco reel, he wielded an M240 machine gun capable of spewing out up to 950 bullets a minute. In an age of Mach 2 jets and satellite-guided munitions, going to war at about ninety miles an hour with your feet dangling in space seemed old-school hard core.

Beyond the flight engineer, the ranks of ridges marched out behind us. Two months before, I had been home in Pittsburgh enjoying Christmas with my family. My six-year-old cousin, Freddie, was hovering close. He had been in a strange mood all morning, alternating between excitement over gifts and anxiety over my pending departure. Finally, in the midst of present opening, he asked, “Sean, are you gonna die over there?” Leave it to a kid to voice what everyone was thinking. The hubbub drained away, replaced by a shocked, uneasy silence. I had pulled Freddie close, “No, no. I’ll see you next Christmas. I’ll be fine.”

My Italian grandfather, Frederick Sciulli, whose fingerless right hand (the result of a childhood fireworks accident) had never ceased to fascinate me as a kid, observed the moment with somber eyes. He’d never missed a day of work in fifty years, but after retiring, his health had finally started to fail, and he had spent much of the fall in the local ICU. Only a few days before Christmas, he’d been released from the hospital, and we were all in the mood to celebrate that.

“Sean,” he said softly, “you just be careful.”

How does an infantry platoon leader respond to that? It is our job to set the example in combat, and that meant I would have to take risks, expose myself, and place myself in the center of any fight we found ourselves in. My grandfather was not a man to bullshit. Freddie had squirmed out of my arms and pounced on a gift. I remember watching him send strips of wrapping paper flying and smiling at his innocent enthusiasm.

“Sean,” my grandfather said again, “you be careful.”

I turned to look at him. He was the greatest man I’d ever known. Medically disqualified during World War II, he had spent his entire adult life working a printing press. On nights and weekends, he had earned extra money as an usher at Steelers and Pirates games. He’d hung out with a bunch of blue-collar throwback Italians with nicknames like Vinnie the Creep and Fast Eddie. The nicknames were deceptive. They were the men upon whose backs this country was built—hardworking, principled, and devoted to family and company. I never saw him lose his temper or even heard him raise his voice. He loved his wife with singular passion, and my grandmother returned it with an intensity I’d not seen in any other relationship.

Be careful? Going to war in Afghanistan, how do you do that? I met his eyes and saw the old spark, the flint and grit of a man who had forged a life of simple nobility with his hands and heart. “Grandpap, I love you.”

His face registered surprise. It dawned on me that I had never said that to him before.

“I love you too, Sean.”

The Chinook banked and slipped between two sawtooth ridges. We were getting close to Forward Operating Base Bermel, the patch of real estate my platoon would call home for the next year. The air inside the cargo bay grew ever colder, and I was grateful to have put my gloves on before we climbed aboard. Winter in Afghanistan is no joke, and with the icy slipstream pouring through the door gunners’ windows, the feeble heaters under our seats had no prayer of keeping us warm.

I’d come into the company late, a branch transfer from, of all things, the air defense artillery. I’d spent the first part of my career in the army learning how to shoot down planes when all I really wanted was to be a straight-legged infantry officer. The bond I’d seen shared by riflemen in such movies as Saving Private Ryan appealed to me. I wanted to experience that. In the first weeks with my platoon, I’d learned that Stephen Ambrose had perpetuated a myth. The Band of Brothers thing? That was based on fading and selective memories of the Greatest Generation. Like all myths, there was truth wrapped up within it, but the reality, I discovered, was far more nuanced and complex.

Our company’s weeks in training divided the men into cliques, and that created tension. Within each platoon of about forty men, personalities clashed, and some men didn’t give their full measure to the platoon. The weeks we spent practicing for war sifted my platoon. Those who appeared to measure up earned respect. Those who didn’t were regarded with distrust and became outsiders. An inner circle formed around the men who demonstrated they could handle anything thrown at them. They were men of character, and they became the core of the platoon. I was lucky; when a platoon coalesces around alpha males who lack character, bad things happen.

The Chinook’s nose dropped, and we dived low into a narrow valley; our pilots kept us close to one side of it so the enemy could not catch us in cross fire. It worked well tactically, but for a nonaviator like myself, seeing these desolate mountains flash past only a few dozen meters from the porthole window in the fuselage was not for the faint of heart. If the pilots sneezed, we’d be a flaming smear on one of these rocky cliffs.

Unconsciously, my right hand went to my throat. My fingers dug under my body armor until they found the St. Christopher medal I’d worn since my last leave. Its flat silver surface slipped across my gloved fingers as I rubbed it gently. The feel of it was a comfort.

Across the aisle from me, Second Platoon’s leader, Lieutenant Dave Taylor, sat lost in thought, his eyes tracking the countryside through one of the Chinook’s Plexiglas bubbles. Even though our platoons did not get along well, Dave was my closest friend among my officer peers. We had spent many nights playing Halo together on our Xbox. At work, Dave shared his training plans with me, and I learned much of how to serve as an infantry officer by following his lead.

Just before we left Bagram, we had stood on the flight line near the rotary wing terminal, rows of Black Hawks lined up behind us. The mountains around Bagram were dusted with snow; the sky was a flawless ice blue. It was hard not to be captivated by the raw beauty of Afghanistan.

While we had waited for our ride, I’d asked Dave for two favors: “If I die, just make sure to wipe all the porn off my computer.”

He’d gotten a laugh out of that one.

Turning serious, I added, “Make sure my St. Christopher medal gets back to my mother.”

Dave nodded, then asked me for a favor: “If I get killed, I want you to carve a postage-stamp square of skin off the back of my neck and send it to my brothers.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Send a piece of my skin back to my brothers.”

I couldn’t tell if he was kidding. The other officers laughed uneasily.

“Dude, you’re a fucking nut!” I exclaimed.

“Why?” Dave looked puzzled.

“I’m not cutting off a piece of your skin and mailing it back to your family.”

Dave seemed disappointed. “Whatever, man. Whatever.”

I didn’t know what to make of Dave’s peculiar request. He’d also given serious thought to the stagecraft of his potential final moments. “If I know the end is coming—like if I see an RPG fired at me or I know a sniper is about to shoot me—I want my last word to be ‘Rats.’ ”

Our Chinook pitched nose high. The flight engineer stood and raised the ramp to the halfway-closed position to deflect some of the dust that was sure to blow into the cargo bay when our rotor wash reached the ground. We swung over FOB Bermel’s landing zone. The Chinook’s six rotor blades generate Katrina-force winds. Dust and rocks are churned up by the whipping power of the wash, often creating a total brownout that obscures vision and fills the aircraft with flying debris. At such moments, the gunners lean out their windows, scan for signs of Mother Earth, and talk the pilots down. It takes trust and coordination, a leap of faith similar to trusting someone in the backseat of your car who is talking you into a parking spot while you’re blindfolded.

Though everyone hates browning out, the pilots sometimes use the rotor wash offensively. If an animal wandered into the landing zone and wouldn’t get out of the way, the poor beast would surely get blasted. More than one unfortunate goat had been blown clear of landing zones like the cows in the movie Twister. Little kids who threw rocks or made gestures at the Chinooks sometimes paid for their sins with the mother of all dirt baths.

With a final turn, the Chinook settled into a hover and touched down. The flight engineer dropped the ramp, and we hurried out of the aircraft. Chinooks are at their most vulnerable while on the ground like this. The insurgents know this and try to target them, so we are trained to transition as quickly as possible.

We all cleared the ramp in seconds and the Chinook’s pilots poured on the torque, lifted off, and raced away to their next assignment. As it departed, the rotor wash pelted us with debris and dirt. We shielded ourselves by putting our backs to the bird, yet within seconds every piece of exposed skin was coated in brownish dust, even the postage-stamp-sized bit of Taylor’s neck that he wanted me to send to his family in case of his demise.

“Welcome to Forward Operating Base Bermel,” came a voice somewhere ahead of us in the brownout. It was smooth and measured and deep. A voice of authority.

A captain from the 173rd Airborne Brigade materialized out of the dust. Taller than my six foot one, he wore an old-style desert combat uniform that had recently been replaced army-wide by our digital-gray-and-green ACUs (Army Combat Uniforms).

“I’m Ryan Canady,” the captain said. Our group of newbies took turns shaking hands. He walked us over to the FOB’s rear gate and told us to drop our gear off on the concrete pad next to the tactical operations center. Captain Canady gave us a tour of our new home. Bermel was a small FOB, fit only for a reinforced company on the U.S. side, plus a battalion of troops on the Afghan National Army (ANA) side. Near the operations center, three flags fluttered in the breeze—one American, one Afghan, and one that looked like the French tricolor but turned out to be the 173rd Airborne’s unit flag. The base stretched about two kilometers east–west and about a kilometer north–south. It was formed by a curving wall of sand-filled Hesco bags that enclosed some weatherized tents, about a dozen wooden structures, and four guard towers. The Hesco bags were double stacked and more than ten feet high, but behind them an enormous ridge dominated the eastern skyline. It looked like the back hump of a sleeping dinosaur. “That’s Rakhah Ridge,” Canady told us. “On the other side is the Pakistani border. When we take incoming fire, it usually originates from behind that ridge.”

The base seemed almost deserted. Canady’s company of airborne troops had already started to leave. Only a platoon remained on the base. A couple of dogs followed us at a distance. We later learned that the 173rd had turned them into pets after its medics had vaccinated them and given them clean bills of health. By general order, keeping pets on the FOBs was not allowed, but out here on the edge of civilization nobody seemed to care.

We walked past a line of beat-up, dirt-encrusted Humvees. Some of them were unarmored, and when I noticed that my heart sank. “Those belong to the marines,” Canady explained. “They have an embedded training team here working with the Afghan National Army unit on the other side of the FOB.

“Make no mistake, the enemy is very capable. They are cunning, well led, and well equipped. Do not underestimate them. You won’t be fighting goat herders. You’re going to be up against their first team.”

We returned to the concrete pad and our duffel bags. Our room assignments were handed out; then Canady continued his orientation. “The enemy leader is a legend in this part of Afghanistan. He’s elusive. He rarely talks on the radio, but we hear references to him all the time. Whenever he’s mentioned, it is with awe, almost reverence. He fought the Soviets for years. He knows what he’s doing.”

After a quick brief on the facilities available at Bermel, Canady turned to an important topic: interpreters. Every company received at least a couple of “ ’terps” so the platoons could patrol with somebody who spoke the language. Out here on the border, many different languages were spoken. A good ’terp could make a huge difference in daily operations.

“We have a couple of interpreters here. We inherited Abdul and Yusef. They both worked for the Special Forces teams that were here before us. Abdul’s the head ’terp. He’s quite good. Yusef—I can’t put my finger on it, but something about him bothers me. Keep an eye on him.”

I filed that away in the back of my mind. Watch Yusef.

An hour later found us just outside the Hesco bag walls on a rifle range, where we busied ourselves with resighting our weapons. Even though FOB Bermel sat in a narrow valley, it was still seven thousand feet above sea level. At that altitude, the thin air changes a bullet’s trajectory. Had we gotten into a fight before we’d had a chance to do this, we wouldn’t have been able to hit anything.

I was next to Lieutenant Taylor on the range when another Chinook overflew us. It had been buzzing in and out throughout the afternoon, dropping off supplies and taking more of Canady’s people out to Bagram. I watched this one touch down, kicking up another massive cloud of brown dust. Overhead, the Chinook’s wingman circled protectively.

As the Chinook lifted off to join its wingman, I heard a distant shriek. It grew in intensity, like an onrushing freight train. Whatever created the noise went right overhead. The shriek faded. A moment later, we heard a dull thud. The ground trembled. A small pall of smoke rose in the distance.

“What was that?” I asked Lieutenant Taylor.

“No clue,” he replied.

Another shriek grew in the distance. I could pinpoint it this time, coming from the east.

Rakhah Ridge. Whatever it was, it was coming from Rakhah Ridge.

The shriek grew to a wail, like a harpy screaming in agony. A moment later, the ground shook again.

“Are we under attack?” I asked. Logically, a greenhorn knows this can happen, but the reality of it creates shock and confusion the first time. We were new lieutenants just off the bird, and we stood in the open, unable to grasp the truth of the moment.

The Chinooks formed up and sped away; the sky was their refuge.

Taylor and I looked around, puzzled. Another distant whine began to the east. As it rose to a crescendo, several NCOs on the range began running for the FOB’s rear gate. Staff Sergeant Greg Greeson, Lieutenant Taylor’s weapons squad leader, shouted at us, “Incoming! Get inside the wire now!”

His words acted like ice water to the face. Lieutenant Taylor and I sprinted after our sergeants and back into the FOB. With our new home at seven thousand feet, it took only a few seconds before my lungs started to burn from lack of oxygen. I stopped at the concrete pad next to my gear and watched Greeson and the other sergeants dash off toward the battalion aide station. Taylor bolted into the operations center.

What the hell do I do?

I felt rooted in place, observing the action around me yet with no purpose of my own.

Captain Canady ran into view. “Some kids got hit with those rounds. They’re at the front gate.”

My legs started to move. I felt myself run after Canady, wanting to go faster but feeling an impenetrable wall between will and action.

We rounded a corner, and perhaps fifty yards away, I could see some of the 173rd Airborne soldiers opening the front gate. Crying, distraught Afghan civilians poured into the base. I kept running.

Then I saw the kids; I heard their screams. A few thrashed in agony; others lay still in their parents’ arms. I dropped my rifle, pulled my helmet off and dumped my body armor in the dirt, and sprinted the last stretch to the scene.

One of the interpreters was shouting at an angry father. Two more Afghan dads ganged up on him, yelling insistently. Finally, a soldier demanded, “Abdul—what the hell are they saying?”

Abdul, his face a mask of rage, replied, “They’re telling me to make sure the boys get treated before the girls.”

“Get them all to the battalion aid station.”

Abdul turned to the fathers and passed that order to them. They shook their heads and shouted again at him.

Abdul announced, “They refuse. They want the boys treated first.”

“Grab them all!” the soldier roared again.

The other men at the gate picked up some of the wounded kids. Perhaps seven were still alive. I scooped up the nearest child and turned to follow the other soldiers as they dashed for the aid station.

I’d taken a half-dozen steps before I realized I had a little girl in my arms. I looked down at her. She wore a tan dress that felt like burlap in my hands. The collar was ornate, red and green with little designs that converged in a V-neck. She felt so light.

“It’s okay. It’s okay,” I said to her. Her eyes were bright emerald green, deep and filled with pain. Her raven hair was splayed across her face and plastered to her skin by her tears.

She keened hysterically, pain-racked and panicked. Her pitch hurt my ears.

I kept running, her head and shoulders cradled in my left hand, her slight body pressed tight against my ribs, hip, and thigh by my right forearm. Her left hand flailed. She gasped, then screamed again. It seemed to never end.

“It’s okay, it’s okay.” I began to wonder who I was talking to, the girl or myself.

My cousin Freddie, his eyes wide and full of anxiety, asked me, “Are you going to die over there?”

Freddie’s this girl’s age. Maybe a little older.

Keep running.

Her breathing grew ragged, her screams choppy. I glanced down at her. Her eyes were growing dull. She stared up at me, this stranger in uniform, and I could see the terror in those fading eyes.

With my right hand, I tried to brush her hair off her face. Instead, my fingers smeared blood across her cheek.

I sensed warmth on my thigh. What was that? I wanted to look down, but something stopped me. My legs carried us forward in autopilot mode as my eyes stayed fixed on hers.

She screamed again, hoarse and weak this time. The warmth spread to my hip and trickled past my knee.

I couldn’t bear not to look. When I did, my brain didn’t register what my eyes saw.

One bare foot, tiny, delicate toes, covered in brown dust. Crimson dots splattered her khaki dress, which now rode high above her knees. Tendrils of torn, burnt flesh tapered below the other knee to a bleeding stump. A white stripe of bone projected through the ruined skin and muscle.

I lost my stride and looked up to regain my balance. The little girl uttered a deep, guttural cry. One step. A second. Perhaps a third before I realized she wasn’t screaming anymore.

Aid station. We have to make it to the aid station.

“Itsokayitsokayitsokay.”

Her hand fell away. Her neck grew slack in my cradling hand.

This is not happening.

How long did it take me to look down at her again? Her breaths grew shallow. The warmth continued to spread.

I looked down. Her fear was gone, the spark in her eyes snuffed out.

The world around me went on. Soldiers ran. Parents cried. Abdul argued. Canady barked orders. I held a dead child in my arms.

I sleepwalked back to her parents. Her mother, clad in a black burka that covered her face, sobbed into her hands. Her father regarded me stoically. I realized that his little girl had inherited his green eyes. I handed him his daughter’s body. He turned and walked through the gate, her bare foot—those sculpted, tiny toes—dangled limply by his side. I watched them go, stripped of words.

SOMETIME LATER—HOW MUCH LATER I HAVE NO IDEA—I FOUND myself inside a hooch, staring at the bloodstains on my uniform.

How do you even process something like this?

I felt numb. Slowly, I began to take off my ruined uniform. I’d worn it since leaving the States. By now it felt almost like another layer of skin. I shed the pants, shucked off the shirt, and dropped them in a heap on the floor. I found a towel and forced myself to walk to the showers.

The water felt slick and warm, and my stomach turned.

Back at the hooch, I dressed slowly. New uniform. New skin. Combat leaders do not show weakness. They set the example for their men. And if the whole year was going to be anything like this first day, they were going to need me to be strong for them.

I walked across the hall and found Lieutenant Taylor in his room.

“Hey,” I said.

“So, you think we earned our CIBs today?” he asked in a flat voice.

The CIB is the coveted Combat Infantryman Badge, awarded to men who come under enemy fire. It is one of the most respected decorations an infantryman can wear.

“Don’t know. I guess so.”

“Check it out,” Taylor said, pointing into his room. “I’m going to put the TV right there on that desk.”

“Awesome.”

“We’ll be able to play Halo in our off-hours.”

I leaned against the doorjamb and nonchalantly said, “That’ll be cool.”

Inside, I was screaming.

He reached over and grabbed a pen. I watched him write something on the back of his door. When he was done, he backed up, and I peered around to see what it said.

There is no try. Only do, or do not.

“Yoda,” I said.

“The Master.”

I was a Star Wars fan. I knew the line well. It was from The Empire Strikes Back, but Taylor had quoted it wrong. I was debating whether to tell him when he asked, “Wanna grab dinner?”

I nodded.

We walked to the chow hall. Canady saw me and asked, “How you doing?”

I shrugged.

He understood. After a year here, how could he not? “Look, Bro, this is Afghanistan,” he said. “This kinda shit happens. These people ... their goats mean more to them than their kids—especially their girls.” He paused, waiting for a response. When I didn’t reply, he added, “They can always have more kids.”

Inside the chow hall, Abdul sat alone at one table. The ’terp’s eyes were soft, and he was clearly absorbed in thought. A few tables over, Staff Sergeant Greeson, our company first sergeant, and a few other of our NCOs who had come out early with us were clustered together. I grabbed a tray and got in line with Taylor.

It was spaghetti night. I looked down at the noodles covered in red sauce, and all I could think of was the little girl’s face and how I had smeared it with blood while trying to brush the hair away from her eyes.

We sat down with a few other officers. Soon the conversation turned to the CIB again. I sat quietly and tried not to listen.

I overheard our company’s first sergeant say, “Well, this attack should get the locals moving after the insurgents, you know?”

My weapons squad leader, Staff Sergeant Jason Sabatke, said, “Yeah, I hope they whack all them fuckers.”

Sergeant Greeson grunted his agreement.

First Sergeant Christopher added, “Bet we don’t take another indirect-fire attack for a month.”

Somebody said, “This is a victory for us. Sucks to be Taliban right now after killing all those kids.”

Did these guys check their humanity at the door?

I stirred my plate with a plastic fork. Hunger eluded me. I sat as long as I could, then fled back to the silence of my hooch.

The bloody uniform still lay on the floor. I stepped around it as I entered my room.

I sat on the edge of my bed and forced myself to calm down. The girl’s face came back to me, and I saw those emerald eyes shining through her tears.

I reached under the neckline of my shirt and pulled free my St. Christopher medal. In my palm, it became a comfort. I held it tight and closed my eyes.

I feel like part of me is dying.

How could those men be so matter of fact after what we experienced today? Then the realization hit me. Everyone at the sergeants’ table had already seen combat. They’d already experienced a moment similar to this one. It had made them hard long ago, and now they wore their calluses like armor.

Is this the kind of man I am destined to become?

I regarded the bloody uniform at my feet. I’d never get the blood out. My stateside ACUs were a lost cause now. I didn’t want to even touch them.

Survival. That’s what they had already learned. Greeson, Sabatke, First Sergeant Christopher—they’d all learned how to navigate these psychological waters. This was my test.

I closed my eyes and forced the pain down into a deep and remote place.

I bent down, collected my bloody former skin, and walked into the cold Afghan night. The stars shone overhead, undimmed by the lights of civilization. Out here in this desolate place, the velvet beauty of the universe had no peer.

I made my way to the black scar of earth that served as our refuse dump. Salt-and-pepper-colored ashes coated its bottom. Charred bits of trash studded its walls. I stood beside the pit and let go of my bloodstained uniform.

Tomorrow my men would arrive, and I would be ready for them.








PART I

OUTLAW COUNTRY
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ONE

GAME FACES
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SPEEDOMETER NEEDLES TOUCHING FIFTY, OUTLAW PLATOON’S six armored Humvees blasted down the Afghan road, trailing plumes of dust that could be seen for miles. In an area that lacked even a single asphalt highway, this was the best dirt road we’d yet encountered. Smoothed and tempered by generations of passing travelers, it had no cart tracks to give our shock absorbers a workout, no drifts of desert dust to bog us down. After weeks of cross-country patrols so jarring they knocked fillings loose, our run south through the district of Gamal seemed as effortless as taking a lap at Daytona Speedway.

In Afghanistan, we Americans have to adjust our transportation expectations. We are used to traveling fast. The men of my platoon favored muscle cars such as GTOs and Mustangs, or suspension-lifted pickup trucks. Out here, the terrain rarely allowed us to go more than fifteen or twenty miles per hour. It was like being stuck in a perpetual school crossing zone.

Today, when we turned onto this unusual stretch of road, our drivers capitalized on the opportunity. They grew lead feet and poured on the coals. The speed felt glorious.

The road bisected a broad valley six hours’ drive south of our base at Bermel. In this flat, treeless area, the only sign of life we’d seen for miles was patches of rugged plants that had somehow thrived in an environment of extremes: heat and cold, drought and floods. To our left, a wadi veined through the ancient landscape. Earlier, we had tried to use it to traverse the valley in the hope of avoiding roadside bombs. As our rigs splashed through the trickle of water at the bottom, Staff Sergeant Phil Baldwin’s Humvee sank to its doors in quicksand. So much for that idea.

Steep ridges defined the valley’s boundaries. Even without a tree or a bush to give color to their slopes, these spines of the Hindu Kush still gave refuge to our enemy. They ceded us the low ground while they hid out in well-stocked caves that had been in use since the Soviet war of the 1980s.

The signs of that war lingered. During this drive south, we’d seen the skeletal remains of villages cratered by Russian bombs. In the surviving towns, the locals told us horror stories of the Soviet occupation. One farmer spoke of watching his son be thrown to the ground and stomped to death by laughing Red Army troops. After that, his entire village had braved the harsh mountains to escape on foot to a refugee camp in Pakistan.

This was our area of operations, a harsh and barren land whose people had known nothing but violence for decades.

I glanced over at my driver and radioman, Specialist Robert Pinholt. We’d been on the road since dawn, and his face was striped with dirt and sweat. His helmet rode low over his brow, his uniform and body armor powdered with Afghan dust. The only time we were ever truly clean was in the shower. When he sensed my gaze, he tore his eyes from the road to steal a quick look at me.

“What, sir?” he asked. His piercing blue eyes stood in contrast to the dull grime on his face. He was a broad-chested twenty-year-old with earnest good looks and an engaging smile. If he’d been in overalls instead of ACUs, he’d have looked like an extra on the set of Green Acres.

He’d been railing about the U.S. Postal Service again, and I couldn’t help but laugh at his passionate hatred for this small section of our federal government.

“Pinholt,” I said, “I don’t understand where all this hostility comes from.”

“What do you mean, sir? Isn’t it obvious? The government’s violating the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890. It has a captive monopoly and can cross subsidize to expand into other business areas, undercutting the private corporations that compete in those areas.”

Government waste was one of Pinholt’s biggest pet peeves. So far, he’d managed almost an hour’s rant on the post office. I was impressed.

“Sir, look: not privatizing the post office is just bad fiscal policy. They’ve got seventy billion in unfunded liabilities, they’re running billions in the red every year in a business where everyone else is in the black, and they compete unfairly against UPS and FedEx.”

“They deliver the fucking mail, Pinholt. My shit gets from point A to point B quickly, and that’s all I care about. What more do you want?”

He ignored me. “The post office is tax-exempt. That’s one advantage. It is free of SEC reporting requirements. Its accounting procedures would trigger an IRS investigation in any other American corporation. The postmaster can go to the U.S. Treasury and borrow money whenever he wants, at rates no private company could ever get.”

“So?” I asked, goading him. Pinholt had the heart of a warrior but the mind of an economist. I loved to provoke him, as he usually had very well thought out opinions. Plus, the more I got to know him, the more I realized he was a case study in contrasts, and that intrigued me. He was a Texas native who spoke without an accent. Dallas born and raised, he hated the Cowboys and loved the Don Shula–era Dolphins. He was a buttoned-down conservative who didn’t touch liquor, didn’t smoke or even drink caffeine, but in his spare time I’d catch him listening to hippie rock like Phish. He had a thing for opera, too.

“So?” he said in surprise. “Even with all those advantages the post office is a huge drain on the taxpayers! Even the European Union’s privatizing their mail delivery. Think about that. All those socialist countries are going that route, while we let the federal government mismanage a business that would otherwise make billions. And those billions would be taxable. Instead of a drain on the budget, mail delivery could be a revenue enhancer.”

With nothing else to do but talk or debate, those long vehicular patrols were like college road trips with heavy weapons.

We came to a slight bend in the road. “Hey, watch out, Pinholt.” I warned. He was drifting a bit again, distracted by our conversation. This happened a lot. “Don’t try to kill us twice in one day.”

That annoyed him, “Come on, sir. That’s getting old already.”

“Hey, you almost drove us off a cliff. You’re never going to live that down.”

Earlier that day, we’d had to negotiate a treacherous mountain trail to get into this valley. It wound down a cliff in a series of switchbacks so sharp that our Humvees couldn’t take them without our drivers executing three-point turns. On one, Pinholt had edged the nose of our rig over the cliff, shifted into reverse, and gunned the gas. Unfortunately, our rigs had been beaten up by months of hard use. The transmissions, which had not been designed for all the weight our armored Humvees now carried, sometimes stuck or jammed. In this case, ours didn’t move out of drive. We lurched forward and almost went over the edge. The rig teetered on the brink as we all started to scream at Pinholt. I grabbed my gunner, Chris Brown, and yanked him inside the rig out of fear he’d be thrown clear if we did go over. Not that it would have mattered. The valley floor was at least five hundred feet below us.

Truth was, I was impressed by how Pinholt came through in the clutch. He stayed calm, shifted gears again, and waited to hit the gas until he was absolutely certain the transmission was functioning properly. When he heard a soft thunk as it finally shifted into reverse, he eased off the brake and backed us away from the brink.

We’d been harassing him unmercifully ever since.

“Gettin’ old, sir,” he said again.

“Tell you what, I’ll lay off when you give me my MREs back.” Pinholt knew I was a picky eater. Before leaving on patrols, he made a point to purloin my favorite MREs—meals, ready to eat—and hide them, just to get a rise out of me. We’d had a running battle for weeks over this.

“I’ll think about it, sir.”

“You’re a hell of a radioman, Pinholt. But I swear to God, you drive like a blind old lady.”

“Awww, sir, cheap!”

The late-afternoon sun perched atop the ridgelines, spilling red-gold light across the valley. We sped along, each Humvee topped by an armored turret with a heavy weapon mounted inside. Our five machine guns and one automatic grenade launcher gave our gunners ready access to more firepower than any other platoon from any other war. Our dads in Vietnam could have used this much heat. When combined with the thirty men and six vehicles we had, Outlaw Platoon possessed muscle, mobility, and numbers to handle almost any challenge. Even if we got in over our heads, we had my radios. With them, I could call in artillery, unleash helicopter gunships, or target satellite-guided bombs on our enemy.

In the month since we’d arrived in country, the enemy had remained elusive and we had yet to encounter them in a stand-up fight. Yet the hills had eyes. I had a nagging sense that we were always being watched. Studied, really. We were the new kids in town, and they knew enough about the U.S. Army to know that units, like people, have their own quirks. Some are disciplined; some are lax. Some are aggressive; some are timid. Until they figured us out, they were content to observe. But sooner or later, I knew they would pick a time and place to give us our first test.

The road curved slightly as it followed the lip of the wadi. As we came around the bend, I could see our destination rising out of the valley floor along the horizon. A hundred and fifty years ago, the British had constructed a redoubt atop a sheer walled mesa that dominated the entire southern half of the valley. From the base of the mesa, the slate-colored cliffs rose almost straight up for a full kilometer before flattening to a narrow plateau. The mud walls of the old British fort ran along the edge of the plateau. Medieval-style towers abutted the walls at regular intervals.

This was Bandar, the most important coalition base in the area. It towered over the valley road, affording the soldiers atop it a clear view of the traffic moving below. Because of that, it was a natural choke point, one that was virtually impregnable to attack thanks to its thousand-meter cliffs. No insurgent force could ever scale them—hell, not even the Rangers who’d taken Pointe du Hoc on D-Day could have climbed them under fire.

We drew close, and our drivers eased off the gas. We reached an intersection and turned toward the mesa. The road narrowed and entered the northern cliff face. We could see how long-dead British engineers had blasted through the sheer rock to build the track up to the fort. It would be an impressive feat today, let alone in the 1850s.

“Pinholt,” I said as we stared at the steep road ahead.

Before I could continue he interrupted me. “Sir, I know. I know.”

We stopped, and one of my men jumped out to guide us forward. As we inched along, the clearance between the cliff on one side and the sheer drop on the other diminished until we barely had a meter on either side of us. I would not have even been able to open my door if I had wanted to. Pinholt stayed on the ball and did a good job.

The track snaked up the mesa, making regular forty-five-degree turns, until we reached the fort’s front gate. The original entrance had been destroyed long before and had been replaced by strands of concertina wire stretched across a metal-framed gate. A rusted conex box had been placed nearby to give the guards cover from the elements. I saw no fighting positions nearby, but in the distance a Soviet-era ZU-23 double-barreled antiaircraft cannon stood silhouetted against the twilight sky.

A teenage Afghan Border Policeman (ABP) wearing a green camouflage jacket, khaki pants, and a Chicago Bulls 1990 National Championship cap stepped out of the conex to greet us. His AK-47 dangled carelessly at his side. Flecks of rust marred its receiver; the magazine was dinged and scuffed. Ancient gear, poorly kept. I made a note of that.

Our ’terp, Abdul, spoke a few words to the guard, and he waved us through the entrance, pulling the gate open as he eyed us with interest.

We rolled into the fort. As we passed the ZU-23, I could see it was but a rusted hulk. There was no way it could be returned to firing condition. Hell, it had probably been there since the Reagan era.

Here and there, Afghan Border Policemen stood with their weapons slung haphazardly. Some smoked home-rolled cigarettes. All of them looked stupefied with boredom. They stared at us as we passed as if we’d come from a different planet.

Neglect and age had combined to leave the fort in a state of near ruin, something we could not detect as we made our approach along the valley’s floor. Now we slid by crumbled guard towers, their wooden frames jutting out of the hardened mud like ancient bones. A few old buildings still had enough walls and roof left to be used to store equipment and supplies in. The rest of them were of little use to anyone except, perhaps, military archaeologists. The outer wall had many gaps, which had been haphazardly screened with strands of concertina wire. If it hadn’t been for the thousand-meter cliffs, the place would have been a catastrophe waiting to happen.

We parked outside the only modern structure within the fort, a single-story, double-cubed concrete building with a few undersized windows. A pair of exhaust vents stuck out on either side of the door, and a smear of black soot streamed up from them along the concrete wall.

This would be our home for the next few days. Our battalion had deployed to this part of Afghanistan for one purpose: to control the border with Pakistan. The mountain caves around here were the insurgents’ equivalent of forward operating bases. Pakistan was their safety zone, where they would resupply, rearm, and train between missions into Afghanistan. After sneaking across the frontier, they’d reoccupy their cave complexes and use them as springboards to launch attacks against coalition bases or units. Then they’d escape across the border to start the cycle all over again.

Recently, the insurgents in Pakistan had grown more ambitious. Instead of being content with attacking local forces here along the frontier, they were now trying to infiltrate deeper into central Afghanistan. They had established “ratlines” consisting of caves, safe houses, friendly villages, and secondary trails that now stretched all the way to Kabul. After years of relative peace in the Afghan heartland, the violence that flowed from the ratlines was threatening to destabilize the government and posed a significant threat to all we’d accomplished in country since 2001.

Our job was to stanch the flow of enemy troops and supplies into Afghanistan, and Bandar was one of the key bases to support that intent. From there, coalition troops could patrol the surrounding area and establish checkpoints on the road leading into Pakistan. Controlling the enemy and securing the populace are the aggressive keystones of any successful counterinsurgency operation. By getting out there and actively patrolling, we could disrupt the ratlines and force them to react to us.

Clearly, none of that was happening here at Bandar, manned by a battalion of Afghan Border Police. Everything we’d seen here suggested that the men were stagnating behind their dilapidated walls. No doubt Lieutenant Colonel Toner had known that, which is why he’d sent us down here. Perhaps, he thought, a U.S. platoon could instill a fighting spirit in the ABP.

I dismounted from my Humvee into a chilly evening wind that made me grateful I had my neck gaiter and gloves on. The sour stench of human filth lingered in the breeze. Up and down our platoon line, my men climbed out and went straight to work. I stood and watched them, marveling at the fact that they’d been on the road all day without a break or decent chow. Now, at a moment where they could let their hair down and relax, their sense of professionalism kept them focused. Team leaders barked orders. Some men stood guard while the gunners began cleaning their weapons. Pinholt and the other drivers went about checking the oil, transmission fluid, and coolant levels of their respective vehicles. Other men poked their heads under the vehicles to see if anything had been damaged by the rough terrain we’d encountered earlier in the day. Nobody stood around, smoking and joking. For a young leader like myself, it was a beautiful thing to see.

All of twenty-four years old, I had been Outlaw Platoon’s leader for about eight months now since joining the 10th Mountain Division’s 2nd Battalion, 87th Infantry Regiment (2-87). Our battalion was famous in the army and known as the Catamounts since it fought the Germans in Italy at the end of World War II. Outlaw Platoon was part of 2-87’s Blackhawk Company, an easily identifiable nickname over the radio. 

I’d learned a lot in a short amount of time, but that had given me just enough knowledge to know that I didn’t know anything. As a leader responsible for every American in the platoon, plus Abdul our interpreter, I had to project confidence around my men at all times. Truth was, half the time that was the last thing I was feeling inside. I had come to know my men and their families. I knew that their wives and parents, children and friends had entrusted with me the safety and well-being of their loved ones. A year before, I had been a partying college student, obsessed with The Lord of the Rings and the Harry Potter books. Getting to class and writing papers had been pretty much the limit of my responsibilities. Now I was a leader in a combat zone, entrusted with the role after the army had invested millions of dollars in my training. Any decision I made could have unseen consequences. I second-guessed myself constantly, concealed it from the men, and did my best to absorb every lesson thrown my way.

At full strength, an infantry platoon consists of four squads of nine men each. On top of those thirty-six soldiers, we had a medic, two forward observers (FOs), a two-man 60mm mortar team (casually attached), our platoon sergeant, and the platoon leader. So by the book we should have had forty-three men. But that was almost never the case. For the past six years the army had been strapped for men because of the constant deployment cycles. We usually patrolled with about thirty men, which amounted to roughly four undermanned squads loaded into six Humvees.

The squad is the heart of a U.S. infantry platoon. Divided into two fire teams and usually commanded by a staff sergeant, the squad balances firepower with flexibility. When moving in combat, for example, a squad’s fire teams can bound forward one at a time while the other one provides covering fire for them. Each fire team carries three M4 carbines, a grenade launcher, and an M249 squad automatic weapon (SAW) light machine gun that can carry two hundred rounds and blow through them all in a matter of seconds. Usually, a squad also has a designated marksman, a sharpshooter armed with the venerable wooden-stocked M14 rifle from the Vietnam War era. The M14 used a larger bullet, the 7.62mm, and had greater hitting power at longer ranges than our M4s.

The first three squads were what we called maneuver or line squads. Number four, our weapons squad, included our platoon’s heavy weapons, such as the mortar, the machine guns, and the Mark 19 grenade launcher. In any platoon, the most important leaders are the sergeants who lead each squad. They are usually experienced, dedicated noncommissioned officers who have spent their entire careers in the infantry. For a young lieutenant still trying to find his way, such leaders are pure gold. A good platoon leader is one who will let his sergeants mentor him. I was lucky to have three outstanding squad leaders and several top-notch young team leaders.

“Lieutenant Parnell?” I turned around to see Abdul walking toward me. He wore ACUs, body armor, and a green Russian-made chest rig for his extra AK magazines on his slight frame. He held his rifle with deft professionalism. Earlier, I’d seen him helping check out our lead Humvee, his mop of black hair bobbing under the rig’s hood. Unlike the other ’terps at Bermel, Abdul shared the workload.

“Yeah, Abdul?”

“Would you like me to go find the base commander?” he asked, his eyes dark and expressive. He offered an easy grin that never failed to set me at ease.

“Thank you. That’d be great.”

An Afghan Border Policeman strolled by, regarding us curiously. I nodded at him, and he returned my cautious greeting. He took a few more steps, then stopped and dropped his trousers. Right there in the open, he squatted and relieved himself.

The men of my platoon paused in their work and took notice. A few lost their composure and gaped. The rest put on their game face, turned away, and returned to the tasks at hand. The border cop finished his business, wiped himself with his left hand, and continued on his way.

That was an unexpected cultural moment.

I watched the Afghan depart and could not help being proud of my men for their reaction. Though we had been in country for only a few weeks, it had already become very apparent that we had to be very careful with our reactions to some of the things our Afghan allies did.

Staff Sergeant Phil Baldwin, my second squad leader, approached. Six foot four and built like a fullback, Baldwin cut an imposing figure in the growing darkness. At thirty-four, he was the second oldest member of our platoon. He had joined the army in 2001 after watching the towers fall on 9/11 on TV in his house in small-town Illinois. It had been no small sacrifice for his family; Baldwin had been a dispatcher for a railroad company, earning a formidable salary. He had enlisted as a private, which had cut his income by about 80 percent. Had he been a single man, such a reduction might not have seemed so significant. But Baldwin had married his high school sweetheart, Regina Sechrest, some years before, and they’d had two children together. When Baldwin was assigned to our parent unit, the 10th Mountain Division, Regina had given up her career so they could move to Fort Drum, New York. To survive on his meager income, the family had auctioned off most of their possessions, including Regina’s childhood bedroom set.

The first time I met Baldwin, I didn’t know what to think of him. The men had caught me at the end of our last major field exercise before we left for Afghanistan. I was fresh from Army Ranger School and had become their platoon leader only three days before the start of the exercise. They had pinned me down, tied me to a stretcher, and scrawled “CHERRY” on my forehead with a Sharpie. In triumph, they had carried me to the colonel’s outhouse and left me propped against it.

Later that night, after they’d untied me, I had left the chow hall alone. Baldwin had been lingering in the shadows, clearly waiting for me. He had stepped up to me. “Lieutenant Parnell, you are a member of this platoon now. Don’t fuck it up.”

As I got to know and understand him, I realized that Baldwin was the platoon’s voice of wisdom. He possessed more life experience than the rest of us, and he had a measured, analytical mind that I had come to rely on. He had also already deployed to Afghanistan once before and had seen combat, which made his tactical knowledge indispensable.

My other squad leaders, Staff Sergeants Campbell, Sabatke, and Waites joined us to discuss our course of action for the night. The three men could not have been more different. Tall and athletic, Campbell stayed within himself and was hard to get to know. Sabatke was a human tempest who blew through life fueled by a raging inner passion. While serving in a mechanized unit, he’d had “SABO” tattooed in a half circle over his belly button. A sabot is a type of antiarmor round Bradley Fighting Vehicles carry that uses kinetic energy to destroy its target. After dropping the “t,” it had become his nickname, and few were ever as apt.

Waites was a leadership challenge. He was never quite in sync with the other leaders in the platoon, and his negativity tended to cause issues in training exercises. During his first deployment here, his unit had not fired a shot. As a result, he considered any preparation or training for that sort of eventuality to be a waste of time. He seemed unable to process the fact that perhaps the war had changed since his last deployment. Since we’d started patrolling, I’d had to watch him carefully.

Waites stood off a bit from our group and stared off in the distance. Campbell moved next to me. Sabatke stood alongside Baldwin. They made an unusual pair. Baldwin’s face was round, Sabatke’s narrow. Baldwin stood half a head taller than Sabo and had at least forty pounds on him. Sabo was all muscle and sinew barely containing his pent-up energy. Baldwin looked like the neighbor everyone loved to barbecue with.

Some men are born warriors. Their spirit and their character are forged for the fight. That was Sabo. Others pick up arms because they see no other solution. They wield their swords to protect those they love, spurred by their sense of purpose and idealism but taking no pleasure in it. When the threat is defeated, they return to their homes, shed their uniforms, and return to their lives. That was Baldwin. Together, they formed the yin and yang of my platoon: the born soldier and the born citizen soldier.

Usually, in such moments, the banter between us would fly fast and furious. Right now, with the men nearby and Afghan Border Policemen lurking all around us, my squad leaders kept their game faces on. When alone together, they were irreverent, sometimes vile and always funny. But in situations like this, I knew I could trust them to be consummate professionals.

We quickly discussed plans for the evening. The men were tired and hungry. They’d spent the entire day on the road, and some hot chow would have done wonders for their morale. But before we could eat and clean up, we needed to establish a security plan for the platoon.

While the men kept about their tasks, the squad leaders and I decided to walk the fort’s perimeter. We’d get a sense of its true defensive capabilities and figure out how best to add our firepower to the mix.

“Watch your step, sir,” Campbell warned me as he pointed to the ground. “Shit mines everywhere.” Sure enough, piles of human crap dotted the area. We had to zigzag around them as we scouted the terrain. We soon realized that the fort lacked even a single outhouse. The border police had been using some of the ruined buildings as latrines, but now they’d reverted to a more primal state and went wherever they pleased. Beyond the smell, the filth created significant health risks for our men. As we walked, I thought about how we could mitigate them without offending the Afghans.

We climbed onto the fort’s ramparts to get a good look around. Baldwin used his tactical expertise to point out weak spots in the defenses, and we put together a plan to strengthen them. Each Humvee would be driven to a specific firing position around the fort in such a way that their heavy weapons could cover one another should we be attacked.

Truth was, the Salvation Army could have defended this mesa top even if no fort existed. Our biggest concern was the Afghan Border Police. How loyal were they? After some of the things Captain Canady had told me about them before we’d left Bermel on this mission, I knew enough to be on guard.

When we regrouped back at my Humvee, darkness had fallen and the men had finished their work. Some were eating MREs, others were playing cards next to their rigs. Pinholt sat in his driver’s seat, eating beef stew while reading John Steinbeck’s East of Eden. I was pleased to see that all the men assigned to pull security were alert and eyeballing the border cops carefully.

Our platoon sniper, blue-eyed, blond-haired Sergeant Wheat, was waiting for us at my rig, a piece of straw dangling out of his mouth. From southern Louisiana, Wheat had spent most of his life hunting, fishing, and camping. His natural outdoorsman skills had helped earn him the highest score in his sniper school class, an exceptional achievement. It was one of the army’s toughest courses. He had told me once that when his enlistment was up, he planned to go home to Louisiana and become a horse farrier.

Before I could say hello to Wheat, a hulking figure materialized out of the darkness. The sudden arrival startled me, and when I turned to meet the person, I found myself facing the tallest Afghan I’d ever encountered. At least six foot five with powerful shoulders, he wore a tan headdress and khaki man jams, which look like a knee-length nightshirt with baggy pants. He sported a pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses tucked into the collar under his chin. I guessed he was around forty years old. We stared at each other, my surprise at his presence evident on my face. His was expressionless.

Abdul stepped up next to the Afghan and said, “Lieutenant Parnell, this is Major Alam Ghul. He is the commander of the border police here. The major would like to meet with you.”

Part of my job as a platoon leader included working with local Afghan leaders. The nature of the war here required us lieutenants to be warrior-diplomats, a challenging task for somebody like me who had been eating Christmas cookies in Pittsburgh four months before and had never left North America. The army counted on us to be emissaries and power brokers in moments like these.

“Where and when would he like to meet?” I asked Abdul. Abdul looked at the major and, to my surprise, spoke to him in Farsi. Here on the border, the people spoke a diverse array of languages, including Pashtun, Dari, and Wazari. Abdul spoke them all, plus a little Arabic, which made him invaluable when we tried to connect with the locals. I hadn’t known he spoke Farsi as well.

“The major would like to meet you now in that building,” Abdul replied after listening to Ghul’s answer. Our ’terp gestured to the concrete cube I had noticed earlier.

I turned to my squad leaders, “Okay, what’s the play, guys?”

“Might as well do it now. Everything’s under control here, sir,” said Sabatke.

“Okay. Who wants to go with me?”

Baldwin waved his hand. “I will, sir.”

Wheat, who was leaning against my Humvee whittling a horse out of a piece of wood with a Gerber knife, asked, “Sir, y’all gonna need some extra guns with ya?”

I thought that over. The Afghan police were notoriously corrupt and easily compromised. Al Qaida and the Taliban routinely infiltrated their ranks. More than once, an operative within an Afghan police unit had launched a surprise attack against U.S. troops.

It would have been good to have Wheat and a few others inside with us. Wheat was a lanky character, skinny and unassuming. But he was a rock in a crisis. I never saw him lose his cool, and he had a thoughtful way about him. Taking him would have been the safe thing to do. Yet the major would have probably seen that as a sign of distrust, and that would not have helped get our relationship off to a good start. We would be in the area for the next year. I had to set the tone right away.

“No, thanks, Sergeant Wheat. I appreciate the offer, though.”

“Roger that, sir! Just holler if ya need me.” He patted his rifle. “I’ll be raght here.”

Major Ghul put his hand on Abdul’s shoulder and spoke to him. Our ’terp nodded and said to me, “Lieutenant Parnell, the major hopes that you will eat dinner with him tonight.”

“Please tell him I look forward to that,” I replied. A local meal was customary during these types of leader meetings. They were also famous for getting young lieutenants dreadfully sick. I was going to need Cipro and lots of it. I’d found out right after my arrival in Afghanistan that Cipro was the antibiotic of choice for dealing with the parasites in the local food our American stomachs have a hard time dealing with.

Abdul and Major Ghul walked ahead of Baldwin and me as we made our way toward the concrete building. I kept my head down to negotiate around the shit mines. As I did, I noticed that the major was wearing Birkenstocks.

An odd choice of footwear out here in the middle of nowhere.

Abdul opened the main door to the concrete building and let the major step inside. We followed close behind. Before Abdul had even shut the door, the smell assailed us—a combination of BO, rotting hay, feces, and mildew that overpowered our noses. I had to tamp down my first impulse, which was to bolt back outside. But that would have been a bad diplomatic move, especially considering how many eyes were now riveted on us.

We’d entered the fort’s main barracks. Border cops lived here in rickety cots stacked four high against the walls with hardly any space between their rows. There was no concrete or wood floor, just hay-covered dirt mixed with what looked like goat shit. At least I hoped it was from goats.

Most of the cots were occupied. Some of the Afghans were huddled under burlap blankets, trying to sleep. A few were drinking tea. In one corner, the cots had been pushed closer together to make enough room that a group of police could play a dice game on the ground.

When we entered, the game stopped, and the Afghans regarded us with dark eyes freighted with suspicion as we picked our way to a Hobbit-hole sort of door in the left-hand wall. We walked by a couple of cops sitting next to a woodstove. One had a home-rolled cigarette in his mouth, and as Baldwin and I approached, he exhaled a wide plume of smoke in our path.

We reached the door. It was narrow and only about five feet high. After Abdul opened it, Baldwin had to duck low to get through it. The door opened onto a set of rotting wooden stairs that led down into pitch darkness. Baldwin and I exchanged nervous expressions, and I sensed we were thinking the same thing.

Are we gonna get beheaded on Al Jazeera tonight?

We couldn’t refuse to go down. Despite my limited experience, I had enough cultural sensitivity to realize to do that would have been insulting to Major Ghul. Mission first. Men always. The infantry’s unofficial creed.

Cautiously, I put one boot on the stairs and started down into the blackness after Baldwin.
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