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			“SIR, MORE HOSTILES,” GUNNY SAID INTO HIS HEADSET. THERE WAS AN UNMISTAKABLE URGENCY IN THE PLATOON SERGEANT’S VOICE.

			“Where?”

			“South of us. Out of nowhere, eight large military trucks came roaring across the desert. They’ve stopped approximately four hundred yards from our position. There are soldiers pouring from them. From what I see, it appears to be at least a company-size unit. Three enemy mortar teams are heading off to set up their tubes. The rest are running toward us.”

			“Roger, Gunny. Reinforcements are still a couple of minutes out. Can you hold your position until they arrive?”

			“Negative, sir. We’re outnumbered ten-to-one. With what I see coming this way, we’ll be overwhelmed before help can reach us . . .”
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			“[An] intense and gripping debut thriller.”
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			“The Red Line is a smart, timely military thriller from a promising new author.”
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				Life is but an illusion. Scarcely more than a whispered dream.

			

			3:04 A.M., OCTOBER 17

			3RD PLATOON, BRAVO COMPANY, 2ND RECONNAISSANCE BATTALION, 2ND MARINE DIVISION

			USS WHITAKER

			OFF THE COAST OF EGYPT

			Leaning against the cramped ship’s railing, Marine First Lieutenant Samuel Erickson stared out at the black Mediterranean Sea. The surging ocean’s waters, an aftereffect of yesterday evening’s storm, crashed against the weathered ship’s venerable hull.

			To the north, having arrived within the hour, the ghostly silhouettes of the hushed naval armada stretched to the horizon. In front of Erickson, a sliver of a new moon and a dozen distant stars struggled to peek through the storm-swept clouds in the western sky. In the distance, a solitary flash of lightning waltzed upon the menacing heavens. The frightful sound of rolling thunder reached across the perilous waters. Its riotous discord assailed the night.

			To the south, for hundreds of miles untold, the interminable artillery duels and flaming wreckage from three weeks of unyielding combat painted the fearsome skyline in vividly striking hues of red and yellow. Brilliant, death-filled flashes of man-made lightning went on without pause, its remorseless dance unending. The battle’s hellish thunder consumed the North African desert.

			None could have envisioned how quickly things had deteriorated. Or how dire they would become. And with the aircraft carrier battle groups not yet present, the Americans weren’t ready. It, however, no longer mattered. With the sunrise barely four hours away, they were out of time. For the Marine division it was now or never. Open a second front in the next few hours or Cairo would fall to the Chosen One’s fanatics before the coming day’s end. By this time tomorrow, his relentless armored divisions would be crossing the Sinai and nearing Jerusalem.

			Deep in thoughts of past and future, the lieutenant heard none of the frenzied activity around him as Marines and sailors alike rushed to their positions on the troop transport. Erickson and the twenty-two men of his reconnaissance platoon pressed in close to the undulating rail. Like their leader, each carried a heavy pack. Each cradled a weapon in his arms.

			Next to the lieutenant, the platoon radio operator, Corporal Hamilton Smith, quietly spoke with the flotilla command ship anchored a mile away. The awaited moment was almost here. It wouldn’t be long before the order was given. When it was, Erickson’s platoon would head for their Zodiac boats. After a wild dash to the beckoning coast, the platoon’s stealthy entry onto the spanning desert would commence. Soon, in the dark of night, he’d be the initial American to set foot upon the treacherous shoreline. One hundred miles behind enemy lines he would lead his men onto the warm sands of Egypt. And he would hope for the best.

			Even though the vast majority of the Pan-Arabs’ massive army presently were involved in the brutal assaults upon Cairo and Alexandria, there were still ample forces lurking in western Egypt. Who or what the recon platoon might encounter once they reached the immense wastelands, the platoon leader hadn’t a clue.

			After a minute, maybe two, Smith’s hand grasped his shoulder. Erickson turned to look into the solemn face of the young Marine.

			“Time to shove off, sir.” The radioman’s voice was scarcely a whisper.

			

			—

			
			A pair of Zodiacs, each capable of transporting up to fifteen men, sat waiting. The loading of the small platoon would soon begin. Standing with Gunnery Sergeant James Fife, his veteran platoon sergeant, Erickson watched as the coxswain in each craft made his final preparations. Behind their boats, three Humvees were being positioned on a large hovercraft. The first two carried .50-caliber machine guns, the third TOW antitank missiles. Each of the vehicles was fully armed and ready for battle.

			“The men all set, Gunny?” Erickson asked.

			“Ready as they can be, sir,” was the reply.

			“I know we haven’t had much time to prepare for this, but given the situation, there really was no choice but to go now.”

			“Yes, sir. The men understand. I’ve no doubt the platoon will do fine.”

			Silently, the earnest Americans began loading onto the rubber boats. As they did, Erickson glanced toward the hovercraft and the thirty Marines standing nearby.

			“What about Sergeant Joyce’s and Sergeant Davies’s squads?”

			With Erickson’s highly decorated unit designated to handle the division’s most dangerous reconnaissance assignments, for the past year the platoon had been reinforced with two infantry squads and an antitank fire team. They would be the first to respond should the scouts find themselves facing a situation beyond their capabilities. After twelve months together, Erickson considered the reinforcements to be as much a part of the platoon as his recon teams.

			“I spoke with both along with Corporal Whitehurst just before we went topside, sir,” Fife said. “They’ll start loading the moment we shove off. If we run into trouble, they’ll launch immediately. With the speed that hovercraft can maintain, they should reach us in slightly more than five minutes.”

			“Let’s hope this assignment turns out to be routine and we don’t need to call them in.”

			“Yes, sir. Is the initial wave of amtracs still scheduled to hit the beach within the hour?”

			“Unless something unforeseeable happens, that’s the plan. First two battalions in sixty, with a company of M-1 tanks a few minutes behind. If things go as scheduled, the majority of the division should be ashore before sunrise.”

			The last of the recon platoon’s Marines had scrambled into the two craft. All that remained were the platoon’s leaders. Erickson stepped onto the first Zodiac. Fife entered the second.

			“Welcome aboard, Lieutenant,” the coxswain said from his perch in front of the ninety-horsepower outboard motor at the back of the swift rubber boat.

			“Like to say I’m happy to be here, Chief,” Erickson replied. “But for some reason my mother continues to insist I not tell lies.”

			“Yes, sir, I know the feeling. I can think of quite a few places I’d rather be at this moment.”

			“Well, don’t sweat it too much. After all, you’re going into battle with the best damn platoon in the entire division.”

			Erickson’s comment was no idle boast. His was the highest-rated unit in the entire nineteen-thousand-person division. Still, a casual glance wouldn’t have explained why. On the surface there appeared to be little setting them apart from most Marine platoons. Many of Erickson’s men had yet to reach their twentieth birthdays. And in their short lives none had distinguished himself in the slightest prior to becoming a Marine.

			The team leaders were combat veterans and more than competent. But so were their counterparts in countless scores of 2nd Division platoons. Their battle-hardened platoon sergeant was as tough as the unrelenting Sahara winds and as smart as they came. Nonetheless, he was little different from fifty other platoon sergeants within the division. There was, however, one defining quality that placed Erickson’s unit above all the others. The single feature separating 3rd Platoon from the rest was the six-foot two-inch, dark-haired, blue-eyed lieutenant who led them.

			From the moment ten-year-old Sam was told his father had died in an unmerciful clash in the torturous mountains of a distant land, he’d wanted only one thing—to honor his memory and become a Marine. He’d eagerly arrived at boot camp on the day following his high school graduation. For three years he’d toiled without complaint as an enlisted man. But his abilities had been too strong, his intellect too great, his handsome face and captivating smile too memorable, for him to ever remain in obscurity. He’d soon risen up the ranks, being meritoriously promoted to sergeant. That, however, wasn’t the end of things for Erickson.

			Each year, an exceptional handful of enlisted sailors and Marines are selected for entrance into the Naval Academy. After three years of service, he’d joined them.

			At Annapolis, he’d continued to shine, eventually graduating third in a fiercely competitive class. So prestigious a performance opened a world of possibilities. His efforts merited further educational opportunities and the best of assignments for the remainder of his career. Nevertheless, newly appointed 2nd Lieutenant Samuel Erickson would hear none of it. Instead, he requested an assignment with a combat unit, returning to the sole thing he truly wished to do.

			It had only taken a couple of years for the highly skilled Erickson to be promoted to first lieutenant. With this promotion and his reconnaissance training complete, he’d spent the past two years in charge of 3rd Platoon.

			Because he had been one of them, his empathy for his men was great. Even so, he understood that someday an exceptionally dangerous, soul-stealing moment like this would be upon them. So he’d pushed them harder and demanded more than any platoon leader within the division. Still, his concern for his Marines was genuine and because of it his platoon’s loyalty absolute.

			The platoon leader took a final look at those in his Zodiac and the one behind it.

			“Let’s get the show started, Chief,” he directed the coxswain.

			The sleek black boats were soon rocketing across the brooding waters. The mission was right on schedule. Three miles away, the barbarous North African landscape awaited. Despite the far distant battles’ unceasing fireworks, not a hint of light or movement, nor the slightest sound, could be detected on the stretching shore.

			In scant minutes, they would arrive.
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			Erickson leaped into the pounding surf. He struggled onto the wide sands. His platoon was right behind him.

			Having disgorged their human cargo, both Zodiacs edged away from the coastline. They would retreat a safe distance into the swirling seas. Each would settle close enough to swoop in and evacuate the platoon should the situation call for it, but far enough away to not be susceptible to enemy rifles.

			The Marines paused, crouching on the beach to get their bearings and determine if anything seemed amiss. Nothing out of the ordinary appeared—no unanticipated sounds or movements greeted them. Using hand signals, the platoon leader motioned for the three recon teams to start toward their objectives. Their rifles at the ready, night-vision equipment in place, the somber six-man teams responded.

			With his best man in the lead, Staff Sergeant Laird’s team headed east along the crashing surf. Anxious and wary, they would go out a half mile to scout the water’s edge before heading inland to evaluate any potential threats looming in the unending desert. The Americans were exceptionally alert, as yet uncertain of their surroundings. With every tentative step, their keen senses assessed the dark, sinister world around them. In such a hostile environment all understood their next breath could be their last.

			Staff Sergeant Charles’s team headed west, their mission identical.

			Sergeant Merker’s Marines moved south, directly inland.

			The platoon’s five remaining men stayed on the beach waiting for Merker’s force to create some distance between them before edging forward. They would follow the scout team partway as it moved deeper into the Sahara. Two hundred yards from the water’s edge, they’d set up their command post on the small bluffs where the measured beach met the unending vistas of the tedious desert. A few blades of parched grass were the only indications of where the mixing sands met. From the coastline, the beach gradually rose fifteen to twenty feet to create the slight hilltop where the first of the dry grasses lay.

			It took less than two minutes for Merker’s men to reach the rise and head down its far side. It felt significantly longer for those waiting near the angry tides. As Merker’s team disappeared, the time had come for the command element to move. Erickson came up from his crouch and headed inland. The others followed.

			“Sergeant Ingram, when we reach the top, set up your machine gun in the middle of our defenses,” Erickson whispered.

			“Will do, sir.”

			“Corporal Smith, stick with me every second. I’ve got to have the radio where I can get to it without delay.”

			“Just try to get away from me, sir,” the likable corporal from the tough streets of central Los Angeles said.

			“Petty Officer Bright, stay by Gunny’s side so he can provide supporting fire should we have wounded needing attention,” Erickson directed the platoon’s corpsman.

			“Yes, sir.”

			It wasn’t long before Erickson and Fife were lying on the crest surveying the staid world around them. From their position they could see the three teams moving toward their objectives. Each had covered a quarter mile, halfway to their initial goal.

			While the command group watched the trio’s progress, Hamilton Smith was on the radio with the invasion task force. He looked over at the lieutenant. “First wave of amtracs will launch in a few minutes, sir. Twelve M-1s are being loaded onto hovercraft as we speak. Tanks should be here within ten minutes of the amtracs.”

			“Thanks, Corporal. Let them know that so far things are going as planned. No sign of anyone or anything near the beach.”

			Without responding, Smith spoke into the radio once again.

			The relentless minutes slowly passed as the cautious Americans reached the boundaries of their search areas. A half mile inland, Merker’s team set up a small defensive position directly in front of the center of the mile-wide landing zone. Laird and Charles finished their treks along the pounding waves and turned south, heading into the Sahara. Without incident, the torturous moments, one after the next, plodded on. Things couldn’t be proceeding any better. At least that’s how it appeared.

			The situation, however, was about to change.

			

			—

			It was Laird’s scouts who first heard, and then moments later saw, the approaching enemy.

			The Pan-Arabs were coming up a desert draw that until this moment had masked their presence from the recon team. There could be no mistaking what was headed their way. A significant force crammed in the rear of a lengthy line of battered pickup trucks was churning across the inhospitable sands. So far, the roving patrol had yet to spot the Marines. Even so, the struggling formation was moving directly toward them.

			“Sir, we’ve got company!” Laird’s senior radio operator exclaimed.

			“Where and how many?” Erickson replied.

			“They’re less than a thousand yards away, coming up that big ravine south-by-southeast of us. Got to be at least a dozen small trucks, each carrying a number of men. Must be sixty of them, possibly more. Most are holding rifles, with some RPGs mixed in. Wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve also got a few machine guns and possibly a mortar team or two. What are your orders, sir?”

			The threat was far too real. Unless the enemy changed course or the recon team took evasive action, there was no way the Pan-Arabs wouldn’t spot Laird’s men.

			With so many in the approaching force, the lieutenant had little choice. “All three teams are to fall back on my location. We’ll consolidate our rifles and call for help. Is that understood? Avoid detection at any cost and fall back on my position immediately.”

			After each team leader gave an affirmative response, Erickson turned to Hamilton Smith. “Tell Joyce and Davies to launch without delay.”

			As the teams scurried toward the rise, the combat-experienced Erickson began plotting the potential engagement. He would use the two things the Americans had going for them—the black of night and the element of surprise—to his advantage. Before they could respond, he would hit the oncoming intruders with everything he had.

			The platoon’s members soon arrived. Erickson turned toward Laird. “How far away is the enemy patrol?”

			“Six hundred yards or so, sir. They should be leaving the gully soon and heading onto the open desert. As we watched their movements, they didn’t seem to be in a hurry. The trucks appeared to be going less than ten miles an hour as they pushed through the deep sands.”

			“Were there any indications they’d spotted you?”

			“No, sir, we were extremely careful to make sure that didn’t happen.”

			“Good. With as slow as they’re moving, we’ve ample time to set up a nice little trap. Given the time of night and the fact they’re so far behind their own lines, the chances of them being prepared for what’s about to hit them are pretty slim. With any luck they won’t even realize we’re here until they’re right on top of us. By then it will be too late.”

			

			—

			Still unaware, the quarry came on. Erickson had been correct in his assessment. After far too many nights patrolling the same tired stretch without the slightest incident, the approaching force had become lackadaisical and more than a bit bored. Little did they know what awaited.

			The ambush was set. The motionless Marines lay in a straight line facing southeast with the machine gun in the middle and the three Americans with grenade launchers attached to their M-16s dispersed throughout the force.

			“Don’t fire until I give the command,” Erickson ordered. “Best thing that could happen would be for them to pass without ever realizing we’re here.”

			But luck wasn’t with the hidden Marines. The roving patrol was headed straight for the furtive onslaught. Relentlessly, the ill-prepared prey came on, drawing closer and closer to the deadly trap. Barely one hundred yards separated them from an all-consuming tempest. The stilled Marines, hiding in the darkness, selected their targets from among the approaching line. The apathetic Pan-Arabs were about to pay dearly for their mistake.

			“Open fire!” Erickson screamed.

			In less than an instant, machine-gun bullets, accompanied by nineteen spitting rifles, ripped through the foreboding night. Lines of vivid tracers roared toward their ill-destined foe. Almost as one, all three grenade launchers fired. In seconds, a trio of lethal explosions tore through the black void. Each swiftly reloaded the tubes on the front of their rifles and launched a second grenade. The platoon of highly skilled marksmen brought a raging firestorm down around their overwhelmed opponents’ heads. In a handful of seconds, four crushed trucks were ablaze. Five . . . ten . . . fifteen souls were gone without ever realizing what had hit them. More would soon follow. The horrific screams of the wounded and dying filled a dispassionate world.

			Unprepared and confused, the floundering patrol’s response was slow and disjointed. Erickson’s platoon didn’t hesitate, hitting the stricken ones with everything they had. Those in the front of the convoy had no chance. Before they could leap from the rear of the dilapidated trucks, they were devoured.

			The staggering survivors turned their vehicles and ran toward the open sands. The Americans cut them down in great numbers. In the end only a single truck, its assailed engine releasing a steady stream of gray smoke, and a fortunate handful of soldiers would escape the malignant encounter.

			It was over almost before it began. As the scant survivors disappeared, Erickson ordered his men to cease fire. He took a quick look around, quite satisfied with the result. More than fifty Libyans lay dead or dying. The scouts had survived nearly unharmed. Two wounded, neither seriously, was all they had suffered in the uneven struggle. The lieutenant understood, however, that with their foe now aware of their presence, they couldn’t let down their guard.

			“Gunny, Joyce and Davies squads should be here in the next couple of minutes. Can you handle things here while I head back to the beach to get them organized?”

			“Absolutely, sir.”

			“Corporal Smith, let the task force know what has happened, then I want you on me.”

			Erickson took a final look around, leaped to his feet, and ran toward the fuming waters. He would be waiting when the hovercraft arrived.

			Other than the distant cries of their severely wounded rivals, the meager elevation went quiet once again. This time, however, the lull would be short-lived. Their hand forced, the Americans no longer had surprise on their side. And things would soon be growing worse. As he stood on the beach waiting for the hovercraft to reach them, Erickson had no idea of how quickly that would happen.

			“Sir, more hostiles,” Gunny said into his headset. There was an unmistakable urgency in the platoon sergeant’s voice.

			“Where?”

			“South of us. Out of nowhere, eight large military trucks came roaring across the desert. They’ve stopped approximately four hundred yards from our position. There are soldiers pouring from them. From what I see, it appears to be at least a company-size unit. Three enemy mortar teams are heading off to set up their tubes. The rest are running toward us.”

			Whether the new arrivals had been backup for the first group of marauders or happened to be passing through the area as the fierce onslaught began, the Marines hadn’t a clue. Yet unexpectedly the daunting numbers the platoon faced had more than tripled.

			“Roger, Gunny. Reinforcements are still a couple of minutes out. Can you hold your position until they arrive?”

			“Negative, sir. We’re outnumbered ten-to-one. With what I see coming this way, we’ll be overwhelmed before help can reach us. It’s not ideal, but our best hope might be to pull back and dig in on the beach. Request permission to withdraw the men and retreat toward the shoreline to buy us some time.”

			Erickson had complete faith in his platoon sergeant’s judgment. “I sure hate to give up the high ground, Gunny. But do what you need to do.”
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			With only the flickering flames from the destroyed trucks to guide them in the blossoming battle with the Americans, up and down the beach the Pan-Arabs were shooting in every direction. The resolute lieutenant could see the streaking gunfire. The ghastly images appeared to be coming right for him. He could sense the bullets striking all around the settling hovercraft. He could hear the lurid sounds of a seeking death whizzing past. A pair of mortar rounds exploded on his left. Deadly shell fragments ripped through the horrific night. Erickson’s agile mind registered that he was picking up movement everywhere he looked on the dunes above the beleaguered platoon. For the moment, there was no time to worry about such things. The reinforcements had to get ashore. If they failed to do so, it wouldn’t be long before the mortars found the landing craft’s range and destroyed them all with a single blow.

			“Go! Go! Go!” he yelled while furiously waving his arm.

			The lead Humvee, with its four-man fire team, roared out of the opening. Toward the rear of the vehicle, Sergeant Joyce was positioned behind the .50-caliber machine gun. The moment the tires splashed in the knee-deep waters, the combat-ready squad leader pulled the trigger. The first of many five-shell bursts was expelled from the imposing gun’s barrel. Corporal Johnson’s Humvee was right behind. The second vehicle’s machine gun was soon firing.

			“Concentrate your efforts on the low bluffs where the beach meets the desert!” the lieutenant screamed at the passing crews. “That’s where most of the firing’s coming from.”

			The initial Humvee hurried down the nightmarish seashore to the left. Johnson’s felt its way along the fierce waves on the right. They’d go out a short distance to hold the flanks and keep their opponent from getting behind the Marines as they attempted to reclaim the high ground. While they raced along the perilous water’s edge, each gunner focused on the small rise. Both came under extreme fire.

			The final Humvee roared down the ramp and headed onto the thick sands. Corporal Whitehurst stood next to its TOW missile tube. A short distance from the landing craft, Whitehurst ordered his team to stop. His driver remained behind the steering wheel with the engine idling. Despite the mounting attention the stationary vehicle was receiving, Whitehurst stayed in his position just to the left of the antitank missile. He was ready to launch a TOW at the first sign of enemy armor. His 7.62-caliber machine gunner leaped from the front passenger seat. Using the Humvee for protection, he took up a supporting position. On the other side of the vehicle, the team’s final member slid from the rear seat and began shooting his M-16.

			The moment Whitehurst’s Humvee cleared the ramp, the remaining fire teams scurried to escape the murderous confines of the motionless craft. Beneath a withering onslaught from the Chosen One’s defenders, they rushed in every direction.

			When he reached the end of the ramp and was poised to leap into the frenetic tides, a first of the Americans went down beneath the grievous assault. The lance corporal tumbled into the unsettled ocean at the edge of the craft. His mortal wound was so shockingly sudden and totally lethal that the dead Marine uttered not a sound. Those behind him in their mad dash for the beseeching sands were splattered with flying fragments of fractured skull and shattered brain cells. A half dozen stumbled over their dead comrade and fell into the spiraling currents. Spewing salt water and obscenities, they struggled to their feet. Each of the fallen Marines fought to regain his senses. A widening pool of blood trailed from the floating body. Pushed by the angry currents, it wafted toward the shoreline. While he stood thigh-deep in the churning waters, a faint ring of red formed on Erickson’s pant leg.

			Struck in the side by a burst of automatic gunfire, another Marine dropped in the ardent sea. The impacting bullets had penetrated his fleeing frame a fraction of an inch above the protection of his body armor. With great effort, he pulled himself to the violent ocean’s edge before the final labored breaths deserted him. The attackers were beginning to find the range.

			The scattering squads exited the idling craft and dashed for the windswept shore. Twenty yards inland, the lead elements started digging in alongside the recon platoon. On the right, a third and fourth running figure went down. Neither had reached solid ground. The first, his kneecap crushed by an AK-47’s bullet, dragged himself onto the sands. The second moved not at all. His flowing blood soon added to the growing crimson foam tugging at the bitter waters. The incessant firing on both sides intensified. The enemy barrage zeroed in on the landing zone. Without warning, a whistling mortar round exploded in the center of one of Sergeant Joyce’s fire teams. Four fresh-faced reinforcements were added to the ever-expanding rolls of those who hadn’t survived to witness the coming day.

			Radioman Smith rejoined Erickson. “Everyone’s ashore, Lieutenant,” Smith said.

			“Good. Let’s get out of this damn water and find some shelter so we can figure out exactly what we’re up against.”

			“I’m with you, sir.”

			Erickson banged on the side of the craft. The ramp slowly rose while the anxious sailors worked to free their rebellious charge from the sandbar’s clutches. The moment it was clear of the restricting sands, it whirled about and raced back toward the fleet.

			An additional mortar round exploded in the bloody tides near where the fleeing hovercraft had rested. At incredible speed, menacing fragments flew in every direction. As he fought to reach the fragile shore, the overpowering force of the explosion knocked Erickson to his knees. A sharp-edged sliver searched out the platoon’s leader. It sliced through his fatigue jacket and bored into his exposed flesh. The serrated metal embedded itself deep within the well-developed biceps on his left arm. Searing pain leaped into his startled brain. The stunned lieutenant fell face forward into the briny sea. Beneath his pack he fought with all he had to find his footing. The relentless tides tugged at his floundering form. The strong currents started pulling him toward the ocean’s depths. Hamilton Smith grabbed the embattled lieutenant and dragged him to his feet. Fresh blood ran down Erickson’s arm from the malicious rip in his shirtsleeve.

			“You okay, sir?”

			Erickson glanced at the torn sleeve. The intense anguish wasn’t subsiding in the slightest.

			Nevertheless, for the moment there was nothing he could do.

			“I’ll live,” he said. “Let’s get out of here while we still can.”

			Beneath their antagonists’ riotous assault, Erickson sprinted forward past the line of dug-in Marines. He dove headfirst into a small depression. Smith threw himself down next to him.

			James Fife raced up carrying the handful of satchel charges brought by the newly arriving squads. He joined Erickson and Smith. Sergeant Merker and one of his scouts leapfrogged forward. They took up defensive positions in front of the platoon’s leaders.

			“What’re our losses so far?” Erickson asked Fife.

			“At least six to eight of Joyce and Davies’s men. Three of ours including Staff Sergeant Laird. But it’s going to go a hell of a lot higher if we don’t get off this stinkin’ beach real soon.”

			“Still confident we’re up against a company of infantry?”

			“Yes, sir. From what I saw when they arrived, that remains my best guess.”

			Erickson poked his head up from the sands. There was no letup in the onslaught. “Are we strong enough to take them out and regain control of the beachhead?”

			“I’d bet next month’s paycheck on it, sir. Despite the fierceness of their attack, we really did catch them by surprise. There isn’t much cohesiveness to their efforts. They seem quite confused and have had no time to fortify their positions. If we hit them with everything we’ve got, we should be able to take back the high ground. We’ll no doubt suffer additional losses, but it’ll be far worse if we stay where we are.”

			“Then let’s get this done,” Erickson responded. He keyed his headset, allowing him to communicate directly with every man in the platoon. “Okay, enough of this crap. Before the first of the amtracs arrives we need to regain control of the landing zone. Corporal Whitehurst, you and your Humvee are to remain here. The rest of you are to spread out until you connect up with Joyce and Johnson. Once you’ve done that, your team is to move forward on its own initiative until your grenade launcher can accurately hit that rise. Lay down a barrage at the point in front of you where the grasses begin. Give it everything you’ve got. Saturate the entire area with grenades then make a frontal assault on the enemy defenses. Are there any questions about what each of you is to do?” He paused, waiting for a response. His query was met with silence. “All right, then, let’s take back this beach!”

			The platoon moved into action. It wasn’t long before each leapfrogging team’s grenade launcher was within range. The eight surviving Americans armed with launchers loaded a stubby grenade canister into the tube below the barrel on the front of his rifle. Each pulled the tube back, locking the grenade in place. From this distance it would take a high-arching shot to lob the destructive ordnance onto the far bluffs. But the Marines had long hours of practice. And they were deadly in their abilities to put their virulent munitions in the center of the targeted area. Even in the severe pressures of what for many was their initial combat, they wouldn’t miss.

			A first reached forward and pulled his savage launcher’s trigger. Others soon joined in. The soaring armaments sailed through the night. In rapid succession, one explosion followed the next. A hideous end rained down in fragmenting torrents upon the Pan-Arab lines. The proficient Americans reloaded, firing again and again.

			The hellish anguish of their dying adversaries’ cries punctured the fearful gloom. The abject agony of their suffering pierced the blustery darkness. On this soulless night, many of his believers would be going to the Chosen One’s paradise. Beneath the Marines’ fierce actions, the rifle fire from the wavering dunes dwindled until it was hardly more than a trickle. It took little time for huge holes to appear in their beset foes’ defenses.

			The Americans saw their opening. They charged straight for the disjointed remnants of their ravaged adversary. The slaughter was on. On the small crest, the apt platoon eliminated their opponent with ruthless intensity. While the diminishing fight continued, the command group rushed to the vista. They threw themselves into the strewed grasses.

			“How much time before the amtracs reach us, Gunny?”

			Fife peered at his watch. “Twenty minutes or so, sir.”

			“I calculate our losses at more than a dozen dead and half that many wounded.”

			“Sounds about right. Gonna grow further if we don’t eliminate those damn mortars.”

			The pair lay on the hilltop and waited. They knew it was only a matter of time before the mortar teams fired again and revealed their location.

			A few seconds later another whistling salvo screamed into the squall-swept skies.

			“You spot ’em, Platoon Sergeant?”

			“Yep. Three flashes in that gully about a quarter mile southwest of here.”

			“That’s what I got. They’re in range of Corporal Johnson’s .50-caliber, aren’t they?”

			“Sure looks that way, sir. I’d say they’re about five hundred yards south of Johnson’s Humvee. And he rarely misses at that distance.”

			“Then let’s give Corporal Johnson a little target practice and finish off the final obstacle in securing this beach.” The lieutenant keyed his headset once more. “Johnson, the mortar teams are in a gully about five hundred yards south of you. Drive up to the crest, find ’em, and kill ’em. When you’re done, return to your original position defending the flank.”

			Johnson’s response was simple and straightforward. “They’re as good as dead, sir.”

			And the battle-tested Marine was true to his word. In less than two minutes, all nine members of the mortar teams had been eliminated and the Humvee was back in its original location, ready to protect the right.

			On the far left, the platoon continued to engage the final elements of the dissipating defenders. Yet with the destruction of the Pan-Arab mortars, the last of the serious threats had been destroyed without suffering further casualties.

			In a modest depression a few feet in front of the platoon’s leaders lay the twisted bodies of two of the Chosen One’s mortally wounded disciples. Hamilton Smith crawled forward to verify both were dead. Their opponents’ lifeless corpses were covered by the folds of their headdresses and masked by the night’s onerous mantle. His rifle ready, Smith lifted the dressing from the face of the first. He stared at the inert image. The corporal pulled the night-vision equipment from his eyes to take a closer look. A puzzled expression appeared on his features. A bolt of recognition swept through him. Even in the weighty darkness, there was no denying what he’d uncovered. He dropped the silk cloth back onto the blood-creased body. Smith slid over to the second silent form. Once more he lifted the thin covering to view the motionless enemy. After a brief examination of the contorted shape, he let the cloth slip from between his fingers.

			“Damn, Lieutenant,” he said. “I don’t believe it. They’re both women.” Farther down the small slope, devastated figures, gripped in death, were haphazardly strewed about. Their clothing was identical to those Smith had inspected. “It looks like they’re all women, sir.”

			Erickson and Fife edged forward. The lieutenant raised the red-streaked cloth covering the first defeated soldier’s face. It took only a cursory glance to confirm Smith was right.

			“We’ve been fighting a company of women,” Erickson said.

			“So what?” Fife replied. “In the past few minutes those women have cost some damn fine Marines their lives. I don’t care who we’ve been fighting—men, women, children, little green invaders from outer space. At this point, it doesn’t matter.”

			“This one can’t be over fifteen,” Smith said.

			Erickson let the cloth drop back onto the girl’s sightless eyes. He looked at Hamilton Smith. “Gunny’s right. It doesn’t matter.”

			Just then, one of the jumbled figures on the backside of the rise stood up. She threw down her rifle and raised her hands into the air. The teenage girl had hidden among the dead in hopes of somehow escaping the anguish-filled destiny that had befallen her friends. She’d seen an opportunity to live and embraced it. The young Algerian figured her best chance of surviving was by surrendering to the Americans above her on the ridge.

			“Looks like at least one of the Chosen One’s followers isn’t all that eager to enter the next world this morning,” Fife said.

			“Motion for her to come up,” Erickson responded.

			The platoon sergeant signaled with the barrel of his rifle for the terrified girl to start toward them. She took a first tentative step. A flash of gunfire rang out. Her fatally wounded figure sank to the ground and moved no more. Death seized another victim.

			The startled Marines dove for cover. Each searched for who had fired the shots. Yet none could identify the source of the assault. Unexpectedly, a perverse figure popped up from his hiding place behind a rocky outcropping forty yards away. The turbaned image turned and ran toward the desert. He hadn’t gone far before Fife cut him down with a quick spray from his M-16.

			“That was no woman,” Smith said.

			“Goddamn company political officer,” the platoon sergeant said. “I’d stake my life on it. One of the Chosen One’s religious fanatics. I’d heard rumors he was placing them behind his lines to kill anyone who tried to surrender.” He paused, taking a quick look around. “The more of those sons-a-bitches we kill, the better I’ll feel.”

			Two more masked forms leaped up from behind a not-so-distant dune. This time they were women. Both fired a handful of wild shots toward the crest. With rifles in hand, they turned and ran toward the open Sahara. Erickson brought up his rifle, aimed, and squeezed the trigger. His gunfire echoed throughout the night. The retreating images went down in a tangled heap. The sullen lieutenant dropped the weapon from his shoulder. It was obvious he wasn’t pleased with the distasteful action that had been forced upon him.

			“You had to do it, sir,” Fife said. “Don’t kill them now, they might kill one of us later.”

			“I know. But that doesn’t make it any easier. Send Sergeant Merker’s team down to search those dunes in front of us and all the dirty little places where the enemy could still be hiding. Let’s make sure there are no more of the Chosen One’s friends waiting to surprise us.”

			

			—

			Merker’s scouts began scouring the area in front of the platoon’s position. While they did, the small-arms fire ended as Joyce’s squad eliminated the final pockets of resistance.

			With Petty Officer Bright taking care of the platoon’s wounded, there was nothing the corpsman could do for any of the Arab girls who were still breathing. Given the enemy’s extreme indoctrination, few would have accepted help from the infidels even if offered. Most were severely wounded. Yet they did their best to suffer in silence, praying through the intense pain for the end to come. In little more than minutes, without medical attention, the majority would bleed out.

			

			—

			After the raucous battle, the near silence was deafening. For ten minutes the dark world around the Americans was almost serene. Yet to no one’s surprise, the quiet wouldn’t last.
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			Gunny peered at the distant desert. “Sir, there’s more company on the way.” The anxiousness in his voice was unmistakable.

			“What? Where?”

			Fife raised his arm and pointed toward the endless void. “South-by-southwest, cloud of dust about three miles out. Four tanks headed this direction in one hell of a hurry.”

			“Aw shit, get Whitehurst’s team up here. As fast as those things are moving, they’ll be here in five or six minutes.”

			The platoon sergeant keyed his headset.

			Erickson watched as the rushing giants continued to approach the depleted platoon’s lines.

			In seconds, the Humvee armed with antitank missiles roared up the sandy slope and stopped next to the platoon leader’s position. Their furious opponent was closing fast.

			“What do we have, sir?” Whitehurst asked.

			“South-by-southwest, a platoon of tanks headed toward us.”

			It only took a moment for the corporal to identify the approaching threat. “I’ve got them. From their silhouettes looks like American-made M-60s.” Whitehurst immediately understood the immense danger the Marines faced. His mounting concerns matched those of the platoon’s leaders. Yet even with the dire turn of events, he was too well trained and too confident in his abilities to panic. And the last thing he wanted was to further alarm the others. So he pushed aside any self-doubt and did his best to sound poised and professional. He knew his words wouldn’t fool Erickson or Fife, but hoped they would calm his fire team and keep them focused on the task ahead. “TOWs will handle ’em just fine. Dinkins, grab the replacement missiles. These guys are not yet in range. But that won’t last much longer. Half mile, maybe a bit more, and the TOWs can reach them. Unfortunately, their main gun will also be able to reach us. We’ve got to reload and fire as rapidly as possible. Our six missiles will be more than enough to eliminate them. All we need is time.”

			Whitehurst began tracking the spectral forms. He soon located the leader in his crosshairs. As it grew nearer the corporal followed the feverish M-60 to get a feel for its range and speed.

			“Smith, inform the task force that four tanks are about to attack,” Erickson directed.

			The corporal started speaking into the radio.

			“Wait!” Fife said.

			The radioman stopped in mid-sentence. He stared at Fife, unsure of what to do.

			“We’ve got much bigger problems than a platoon of tanks,” Gunny said. “Look beyond them. There’s an immense curtain of sand a few miles back that appears to go on forever.”

			Those on the modest hilltop focused their attention on the platoon sergeant’s latest discovery. The strange image, giving every appearance of a savage Sahara sandstorm, also was coming their way.

			But it wasn’t a sandstorm.

			A startled Erickson was the first to recognize what it was they were viewing. “Give me the handset.” The radioman handed it to him. “Sierra-Victor, this is Bravo-Three-Six.”

			“Go ahead, Bravo-Three-Six.”

			“Sierra-Victor, four M-60s are three miles out and closing with our position. We’ve also identified a far more serious problem. The forward elements of a Pan-Arab armored division are five miles behind them. Like the M-60s, they’re headed this way at a high rate of speed. Be aware there may be additional divisions approaching that we’ve not yet identified. How do you wish us to proceed?”

			The threat was undeniable. Three hundred tanks, an equal number of armored personnel carriers, thousands of zealous soldiers, untold artillery pieces, bristling air defense missiles, and scores of supporting equipment were flying across the desert intent on destroying the Americans. They had significantly more firepower than the Marine division, on its own, could muster. If not stopped, their lead units would reach the landing zone in twenty minutes.

			“Wait one, Bravo-Three-Six.”

			It felt like forever as the lieutenant lay holding the handset while the division leadership conferred. Finally a new voice came on. Erickson instantly recognized it was the division commander.

			“Bravo-Three-Six, you are to proceed with the initial plan,” the general said. “We are landing here, we are landing now. We’ve been ordered to establish a second front before the sun peeks over the horizon. And the 2nd Marine Division will damn sure do everything in its power to ensure that happens. No matter how challenging this becomes, no matter what obstacles we face, there is no other option if we’re going to keep this potential planet-consuming holy war from erupting further.”

			“Understood, sir.”

			“We’re launching a dozen Hornets to blunt the enemy attack. The aircraft carriers are still one hundred miles out so it will take eight to ten minutes to launch the aircraft and have them reach the coast. In addition, every destroyer in the task force is aligning to unleash their five-inch guns. The estimate for that to occur is the same as the fighters. Eight to ten minutes before we’re ready to go. If that doesn’t hold the sorry bastards until we can get our forces ashore, I don’t know what will.”

			“Yes, sir. But what about the four tanks closing with my position? They’ll be here in less than four minutes. Unless stopped they’ll reach the beach just prior to the first wave landing. The amtracs won’t stand a chance against such firepower. The tanks will rip them to shreds.”

			“Understood. Be aware we’ve nothing that can reach you in time. So there’s no other option I’m afraid. For our plan to succeed we need you to take out those tanks. Can you do that, Lieutenant?”

			“Sir, with a single antitank Humvee we’ll need some luck. But we do have enough missiles to handle a force that size. We’re tracking them right now and are seconds away from releasing a first TOW.”

			“Good. No matter what the cost, take them out. The landing depends on it.”

			

			—

			“All right, here we go,” Whitehurst said.

			After a quick glance to ensure no one was within the backfiring canister’s lethal discharge, the corporal released the first of his potent missiles. The noxious TOW burst from the firing tube. Trailing a thin fiber-optic cable behind it, the measuring slayer skimmed across the lifeless desert in pursuit of the targeted M-60. While it did, its fins popped out and a light came on in its tail. The approaching tanks continued on their determined way toward the Americans. Not one had the slightest notion that a hideous assailant was on the wing, ready to claim the first of them.

			Whitehurst made a handful of adjustments to the menacing missile’s flight. In seconds, the TOW’s nose struck home. A mighty explosion rocked the callous morning. The dying M-60’s crushing fireball reached high into the heavens. Within its flaming walls, four frantic beings instantly were consumed by the all-devouring blaze.

			The remaining leviathans didn’t hesitate. Without pause, they continued their fervent charge toward the American defenses. The horrid shadows came on, their shrilly creaking treads growing louder with every passing second.

			Whitehurst reached for a replacement TOW to reload the firing tube. It would take at least a half minute to prepare for the next launch. For the next thirty seconds, the platoon would be at the mercy of the sordid tanks.

			The lunging ogres were, however, too far away to open fire with their machine guns. And unlike the more sophisticated American M-1 tanks, they didn’t have fully integrated shoot-on-the-move capabilities. Each would have to come to a stop before its crew could target its foe and unleash its main cannon against the Marines. The Pan-Arabs decided to continue their maniacal rush. At thirty miles an hour, a frightful end was coming to claim the battered platoon.

			Whitehurst was up and ready. He selected his next victim. Once more a TOW leaped from the fiery container to seek and destroy. Straight and steady the searching missile ripped across the tedious landscape at incredible speed. It relentlessly closed with the surging formation. The corporal made the final adjustments to its destructive flight. The injurious armament struck home. Another thunderous blast swept through the crisp night. A second fifty-ton beast’s roaring funeral pyre was added to the grisly bonfires near the coastline.

			Yet the surviving armor wasn’t dissuaded. They were a mile out and closing fast. Both had pinpointed the location of the murderous attack. The M-60 on the right raced toward the American lines. The other suddenly stopped. The halting tank’s crew started feeding in the firing coordinates for the Humvee’s position.

			When he finished loading his third missile, Whitehurst looked up at their forceful adversaries. There was no mistaking that the barrel of the motionless M-60’s powerful cannon was elevating.

			“Get the hell away from here!” he screamed. “He’s about to fire. If I don’t beat him to the draw, this place will erupt in about ten seconds.”

			The command element and the three members of Whitehurst’s fire team raced for cover. The TOW operator stood his ground. The unflinching Marine pushed back his mounting fears. He shoved aside the bile welling within him and forced his attention onto acquiring his prize. Even with a target as easy as this one, he had to confirm the hulking brute was securely within his sights. If he released his deadly missile too soon and missed, there’d be no chance of preparing another TOW before their fearsome opponent consumed him.

			Whitehurst took a deep breath and fired. Bursting from the missile tube, the next resolved killer rushed across the smoke-clogged landscape toward the stationary tank. For the highly proficient corporal the destructive mission was almost routine. As long as he remained focused, there was scant possibility his quest would fail. His eyes grew wide as the irrepressible ordnance neared its goal. A final, slight correction of the TOW’s frenzied flight was all that remained and a third life-stealing transgressor would be no more.

			At the last possible moment, unaware that an unspeakable end was reaching out to claim them, the Pan-Arab crew fired. Whitehurst saw the unmistakable flash as the tank discharged its huge main gun. He knew it was too late. He had to stay with his TOW to make sure his dauntless missile found its victim. There was nothing he could do to save himself. His only hope was that the Pan-Arab crew’s aim was poor. Whitehurst peered through his scope, watching his baneful executioner race toward its objective. The last adjustment was made. It brought the approaching TOW dead center onto the massive form. The morbid machine was about to suffer a horrifying result. Hades’s fires would soon be upon still more of the Chosen One’s followers. The massive cannon shell and crushing missile reached their tantalizing targets at the exact same instant.

			Neither had missed.

			In a thunderous roar, the vanquished tank exploded. Its crippled remains soon burned. Engulfing flames billowed forth over a wide area, further illuminating the predawn battle.

			An infinite fraction later, the M-60’s ruinous power fell upon the small combat vehicle. The impact of the striking munitions sent the devastated Humvee’s twisted wreckage sailing into the malicious night. Burning pieces of its ragged frame poured down upon the ridge like the dying essence of a well-orchestrated Fourth of July display.

			The instant the last of the falling embers touched the lifeless ground, the lieutenant and his platoon sergeant ran through the smoldering sands toward the scattered ruins. Hamilton Smith was right behind. There wasn’t enough of the ravished Humvee to identify. In one swift blow, the platoon’s armored defenses had disappeared. Whitehurst was gone, his body vaporized. The minute fragments of his fragile flesh were dispatched to the four winds by the enormous explosion. A few bits of singed cloth were all that remained. Like far too many on this appalling morning, his wife and family would never have the honor of burying him. His young children would not be granted the opportunity to say their final good-byes. Their fading memories of their heroic father would soon be lost to the persistent passage of time.

			The stark violence of the perverse battlefield confounded them all. A dreadful reality sank deep within the defenders. The anguished screams of the wounded. The unearthly silence of the dead. A surreal horror surrounded them. It threatened to swallow whole the struggling men. And the reviling events were far from over.

			The stunned lieutenant looked upon the wide desert. He fought to control his torrential emotions. And his disavowing wits. The final assassin roared forward, intent on finishing its conquering task.

			“What do we do now?” Erickson asked as he turned toward his platoon sergeant. “How do we stop that last M-60?”

			Fife stared at the growling beast as it flew toward the American lines. The all-consuming worry on his face was undeniable. He had no answer.

			Three hundred yards distant the assured assassin identified the spot for which he’d been searching. He churned to a stop on the highest elevation for miles around. From here, he’d be able to attack anything on the beach or in the nearby waters. The platoon’s survivors dove for whatever protection they could find. But there was little to be found. The tank’s deadly pair of machine guns started firing, strafing the entire length of the ridge. The violator’s spirited guns zeroed in on the thin line of widely scattered Marines. Ever so methodically, the vindictive killer’s turret turned from right to left and back again as it concentrated its ardent fire upon the small rise. The steady assault from the unmerciful attacker went on without pause. This time it was the swelling ranks of dying and wounded Americans that filled the blood-creased desert.

			With an endless chorus of crushing rounds smashing into the acidic world around them, the overcome Marines attempted to respond. But the lethal dragon was too far away and its thick plating much too imposing to conquer with their individual weapons. Without Whitehurst’s armor-razing TOWs, there was little they could do to defend against so ravenous an intruder.

			The vile assailant’s turret halted. Its main gun lowered until the target was squarely within its sights. The stirring enemy fired. The repressive cannon’s ear-shattering thunder consumed the North African coast. A mighty explosion tore apart Johnson’s Humvee. His fire team vanished from the battlefield. The despairing Marines were outgunned.

			“We can’t just lie here while he takes his time and finishes us off. We’ve got to do something,” Erickson yelled over the sounds of the slaughter. He glanced behind him. “The first wave’s just outside the breakwaters.”

			Transporting an entire battalion containing more than nine hundred Marines, a wide line of AAVs—assault amphibious vehicles, or “amtracs” as the Marines called them—was pushing through the rough waters toward the coastline. A second wave was right behind. Each of the twenty-nine-ton armored vehicles carried a crew of four and twenty-one Marines. When they reached the beach the plan was for the tracked vehicles to come ashore and carry their passengers farther inland.

			Their thin armor and modest weapons were no match for a tank.

			Having not yet spotted those in the water, the leering image continued its highly accurate fire toward the little mesa. Without pause, its murderous guns spit death upon Erickson’s Marines. The platoon’s fleeting numbers were swiftly disappearing.

			Another Marine, somewhere on the far left, screamed in agony when struck by multiple machine-gun bullets from the flailing M-60.

			A feeling of helplessness sunk deep within them all.
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			How long before the Hornets get here, sir?” Gunny asked.

			“Five minutes, possibly more.”

			“The amtracs will reach the beach in two. Given three unfettered minutes, that tank could destroy a dozen or more before the first Hornet shows up and takes him out. That’s at least three hundred men, sir.”

			The frantic lieutenant had no answers. He’d promised the division commander he would eliminate the tanks. But he’d failed. And because of it hundreds would die.

			Lying next to the platoon leader, his nose buried in the sand, Hamilton Smith had seen the horrid carnage. He’d heard the conversation between the platoon’s leaders. He took a quick glance to his left and right. The dead and dying were everywhere.

			“I can’t let this happen,” Smith said, his voice little more than a whisper. “I just can’t . . . I’ve lost too many friends on this damn beach this morning. I refuse to do nothing while the rest of them are killed and countless others are slaughtered. Along with those in the amtracs, what’s left of this platoon is going to survive.”

			Without Erickson or Fife noticing, he slipped off the radio and grabbed a satchel charge. Before either could react, the radioman was on his feet, running toward the relentless slayer.

			“Smith, don’t!” Erickson screamed. “You haven’t got a chance.”

			Yet the platoon radio operator no longer cared. Through the strafing fields of machine-gun fire the young Marine raced straight for the demanding armor.

			Unfortunately, his determined efforts wouldn’t get far before the full force of the Chosen One’s vassals fell upon him. At the exact instant of Smith’s ill-conceived charge, their rampaging guns were nearing the center of the ridge. The primal firing was much too intense for the sole American to overcome.

			He’d barely covered seventy-five yards when a slamming bullet from the tank commander’s .50-caliber machine gun struck his rib cage, breaking his stride and knocking him off his feet. It was a glancing blow, and for the moment it saved him from an instant death from the potent shell. His body armor slowed the powerful projectile, but it was no match for so significant a weapon. The forceful round bored through the vest and tore into the meager existence within its false womb.

			The lone Marine staggered and fell upon the unforgiving ground. A nasty pain gripped him, tearing at his side. It felt as if an enraged scorpion had stung him in the center of his right ribs. He stared at the hole in his uniform. Blood poured from the mocking wound. Even so, the fixated corporal didn’t waver. A single bullet, even one this destructive, wasn’t going to stop him. That tank was going to be destroyed. Its perverse crew was going to find their promised paradise this morning. He would see to that. It would take much more than a searing scorpion’s sting to dissuade him from finishing his perilous task. He ducked his head, fighting to catch his breath, and waited for the M-60’s turret to move past his position. The moment it did, he was on his feet again, running as fast as his faltering legs would carry him toward the corrupt form. More than two hundred yards of open ground remained between the stoic Marine and the beseeching target.

			Satchel charge in hand, the grave figure sprinted across the lifeless ground as rapidly as his tattered body would allow. A lengthening trail of blood marked his path. With steadfast conviction, second by second, the grim Marine cut the distance by half.

			The exacting M-60 finished its slow sweep to the east. The unrelenting turret turned back toward the west. The machine gun’s crippling streams neared the center of the line once again.

			While he ran, Smith reached for the munition’s detonator. He willed his distressed body forward. His assailed lungs burned. His mind cried out in anguish. The nasty scorpion stung him over and again. Despite the agony, he pressed on. The squalid objective was getting nearer with each moment. With every grappling stride the ground passed beneath his feet. It wouldn’t be much longer until he reached his prize.

			Fifty yards to go. Smith gave it everything he had.

			The tank’s gunner spotted the lone Marine. He refocused his machine gun on the running American. The approaching heretic was squarely within his sights. The rushing figure was scarcely twenty-five yards away when the Chosen One’s devotee opened fire. A line of 7.62mm bullets ripped into the struggling form. This time his damaged body armor stopped a significant portion of the smaller-caliber shells. But it couldn’t defeat them all. A pair of seeking shells dug deep within the startled corporal’s chest.

			The crushing blow staggered him. He dropped to his knees and crumpled to the hard ground. He could feel his shattered heart pounding in his throat. With every halting beat, he could sense the life spurting from his mangled body. A river of red flowed onto the macabre landscape.

			The latest threat defeated, the cocksure crewman returned to firing at the handful of surviving Marines on the western portion of the battlefield.

			For an instant, Smith felt nothing. And then the devastation arrived, ripping apart his battered soul. Each languishing breath from his bullet-shattered lungs was filled with inescapable suffering. In disbelief, he stared at the warm, sticky blood. Despite his tender age, he refused to fool himself in the slightest. He understood his suffocating wounds were fatal. He realized he was going to die.

			Anger overwhelmed all conscious thought. That spirit-encompassing rage turned into herculean certainty. No matter what it took, no matter how great his misery, he wouldn’t fail. That tank was going to die with him.

			With superhuman effort Smith pulled himself to his feet. The bubbling pool on the front of his shirt was expanding by the second. The precious streams of life-sustaining liquid that dropped onto the pitiless ground went on without pause. His distorted mind screamed from the unending angst. The wounded Marine felt death’s shadow growing near. It threatened to overpower him. He stared into the abyss. His life’s final, wretched moments would soon be consumed on the distressing sands of this foreign land. Yet it no longer mattered. If his end was to occur in this forsaken place, he was determined to drag the Pan-Arabs into the farthest depths of hell with him. He was going to save the remaining men of 3rd Platoon. He was going to save the arriving battalions.

			The staggering corporal dragged himself toward the M-60. Every fleeting movement was laced with unimaginable terror. Each suffering second threatened to be his last. Twenty-five yards was agonizingly cut to fifteen. Fifteen became ten. With halting strides and endless stumbles, ten painfully dropped to five. The tempting tank was close. The inviting beacon called to him.

			Nevertheless, his trembling legs could carry him no farther. His quivering knees buckled. He fell a final time upon the blowing sands. For what seemed an eternity, the dying American lay unmoving just a few arm lengths from his considerable quarry. The M-60’s incessant firing went on without pause. Still Smith refused to give in. He stirred, fighting with all he had to reach his
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