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				[ONE]
Pleiku, Republic of South Vietnam
1205 Hours 15 August 1963

				When the glistening twin-engine Beechcraft U-8D, painted in the peacetime U.S. Army glossy white, black, and olive color scheme, touched down on the runway at Pleiku, Major Warren H. Hightower, Infantry, USA, the commanding officer of the 170th Assault Helicopter Company, was on the parking ramp waiting for it.

				Hightower, a stocky, tanned, and open-faced man of thirty-four, was dressed in a gray tropical-areas flight suit, a brimmed cap, and flight boots. A Model 1911A1 Colt .45 ACP pistol in a leather holster hung from a web belt on his hip. Because he himself had just returned from flying, he’d decided he was not going to change into a more formal uniform just because the battalion commander had gotten on the horn to announce that he and the Battalion S-3 [Plans and Training] were inbound on their return from Saigon and would the Major please meet the aircraft in the parking ramp.

				When the door of the U-8D opened, he regretted his decision. There turned out to be more people on the plane than the two Hightower had expected. Specifically, there were two full bull colonels, one a Green Beret and one in tropical worsted, obviously a member of the palace guard at the Pentagon East, in Saigon. There was also another Green Beret, a captain, a black guy.

				Hightower went through the expected routine.

				“Sir,” he barked, as he raised his hand in a crisp salute, “Major Warren Hightower, commander of the 170th Assault Helicopter Company.”

				His salute was returned. The battalion commander introduced the colonels and the captain. Hands were shaken.

				“Gentlemen, if you’ll come with me, we’ve got coffee, Cokes,” Hightower said.

				“Where’s Lieutenant Oliver?” the Green Beret Colonel asked.

				The question surprised Major Hightower.

				“Sir, he’s on a mission,” Hightower said, making a vague gesture toward the Laotian border.

				“We wanted to see him,” the Colonel from the Pentagon East said. “Weren’t you told?”

				“No, Sir,” Hightower responded. “I wasn’t.”

				“Christ!” the Colonel from the Pentagon East said, impatiently, angrily.

				“Something apparently got garbled in transmission,” the battalion commander said. “Hightower, how soon can you get him back here?”

				Hightower considered that. He had no idea where Oliver was. To get him back now would mean trying to reach him by radio, which might or might not be immediately possible.

				“About an hour, Sir. Maybe a little more.”

				“I don’t have that kind of time,” the Colonel from the Pentagon East said.

				“Is there something I can do, Sir?” Hightower asked.

				The Colonel from the Pentagon East looked disapprovingly at Hightower for a moment, then said, “Yes, there is, Major. When you see him, would you please ask him if he will volunteer for a classified mission involving a high degree of personal risk?”

				“Yes, Sir,” Hightower said. He saw in the Green Beret Colonel’s eyes scarcely concealed contempt for the Colonel from the Pentagon East.

				“If his answer is in the affirmative,” the Colonel from the Pentagon East said, “please so inform Colonel Augustus. He will take it from there.”

				“I’ll be in Dak To,” Colonel Augustus, the Green Beret, said. “You’re in on their net, I suppose?”

				“Yes, Sir,” Hightower said.

				Colonel Augustus nodded. “I’m Polar Bear Six,” he said.

				“Well,” the Colonel said, “since there is nothing more we can do here without Lieutenant Oliver, I suppose the only thing to do is make our piss call and then get the rest of this show back on the road.”

				Fifteen minutes after the U-8D touched down, it was airborne again, presumably headed for the Special Forces camp at Dak To.

				Once it was gone, Major Hightower had an insubordinate thought: With a little luck, Charlie would throw some mortars at the U-8D at Dak To. And, with a little more luck, the Colonel from the Pentagon East would have to seek cover in a ditch half-filled with the green slime.

				Fifteen minutes after that, two Huey HU-1B gunships came fluttering down. One of them, Major Hightower saw, was flown by the twenty-five-year-old first lieutenant of Armor named John S. Oliver, Jr.

				Whenever Hightower had occasion to call to mind this young lieutenant (which was more often than he thought of most other lieutenants in his command), his thoughts were almost always positive, even fond. And yet, in addition to whatever the hell was going on with the battalion commander, the Green Berets, and the Colonel from the Pentagon East, Major Hightower had a problem with First Lieutenant John S. Oliver, Jr. Reduced to one word, the problem was tolerance. Major Hightower suspected, correctly, that Lieutenant Oliver simply looked at him with toleration—as opposed to, say, looking at him with respect. In other words, Major Hightower had come to believe that Lieutenant Oliver regarded him—tolerated him—as a well-meaning guy with the best of intentions who just didn’t know what he was doing, and that Oliver considered himself far better qualified to command the 170th Assault Helicopter Company than Major Warren H. Hightower.

				Oliver’s opinion did not come about because he was a lieutenant possessed of an overwhelming ego. Major Hightower, who was in fact a well-meaning guy with the best of intentions, was also honest enough with himself to acknowledge that Oliver was right about him. For one thing, Major Hightower had been In Country about four weeks, and he was perfectly willing to admit that he didn’t have one hell of a lot of experience. Lieutenant Oliver, on the other hand, was nearing the end of his twelve-month tour. During that tour he had won the Distinguished Flying Cross, two Bronze Stars, eleven Air Medals, a Purple Heart, and the usual Vietnamese decorations, including the Cross of Gallantry, with Palm.

				It could therefore be reasonably argued that Lieutenant Johnny Oliver knew what he was doing. More importantly, Lieutenant Oliver based his unspoken, but sometimes evident belief that he was better prepared than Major Hightower to command the 170th Assault Helicopter Company on the fact that for a month and a half he had been its commanding officer.

				He had acceded to command after the then commanding officer and the then executive officer had, within three days, been shot down. Though the commanding officer had been seriously wounded, they’d managed to pull him and his crew out of enemy-held territory and shipped them off to the hospital in the Philippines. The exec, who had gone down in Laos, wasn’t so lucky. They’d seen him go in, but a diligent search of the jungle canopy later had failed to find his downed aircraft. He was either (probably) dead or (worse) a prisoner of the Viet Cong. Which meant they were carrying him around in the boonies in a wooden cage like a monkey, thus affording the natives the opportunity to spit or throw stones at him, or jab at him with pointed sticks.

				Once it was clear that the exec was missing and wasn’t going to turn up soon, the decision had been made to give temporary command of the 170th to Lieutenant Oliver, pending the arrival from the States of an officer of the appropriate rank (which would take maybe two or three days, it was then thought). There were no captains currently in the 170th, and while Oliver was not even the senior first lieutenant, he was, in the opinion of the battalion commander, the best man for the job. So, for a couple of days, they would close their eyes to the regulation which decreed that the senior officer present for duty was entitled to the commanding officer’s title.

				The best-laid plans of the paper pushers nevertheless went agley; and the couple of days became six weeks. First, the Pentagon decided to change the Table of Organization and Equipment of aviation companies like the 170th. The new TO&E provided that the commanding officer be a major, rather than, as previously, a captain. Next, other aviation companies were being formed In Country, and these had to be filled. Since captains were no longer permitted to command aviation companies, the captains who were arriving In Country were farmed out to the newly formed aviation companies.

				Thus it was six weeks before Major Warren H. Hightower arrived at the 170th Assault Helicopter Company and signed his name to the General Order stating that, effective this date, he had assumed command of the 170th Assault Helicopter Company, vice 1st Lt J.S. Oliver, Jr., Armor.

				Along with Major Hightower came one other major and five captains. Consequently, when Hightower assumed command, Oliver moved from top man on the chain of command to eighth.

				He became, in other words, de jure just one of thirty-odd lieutenants. But, in the eyes of most of the lieutenants and all of the noncoms, he remained The de facto Old Man who had been fucked out of his job by some bullshit decision by the REMFs in Saigon. REMF is an acronym for a phrase the first three words of which are Rear, Echelon, and Mother.

				Before they’d run him through a quickie Huey course at Fort Rucker, promoted him, and sent him to ’Nam, then Captain Hightower had commanded an aviation company in Germany. He was thus able to judge with a qualified eye how Lieutenant Oliver had commanded the 170th. And his judgment was that the Lieutenant had commanded it well, perhaps even superbly. Morale and motivation were both high. The officers and men liked Lieutenant Oliver, and he had taken good care of their living conditions. As a result, the 170th was a proud, efficient unit. And it manifested what so often is talked about but so rarely realized: cheerful, willing obedience to orders—including those obviously sent up by some REMF in Saigon who had been smoking funny cigarettes.

				Major Hightower, who had been around (he was out of Texas A&M and had been in the Army since the Korean War), suspected, of course, that some of the waitresses in the enlisted men’s mess/club provided social services beyond opening beer cans and emptying ashtrays, and that the splendid refrigerators in both the officers’ and EM clubs may indeed, as rumor had it, have been “borrowed” from a PX warehouse in Saigon in a midnight requisition; yet he could find no evidence that the men were either suffering from social disease or ingesting prohibited substances, and he was wise enough not to kick a sleeping dog.

				And he found that Lieutenant Oliver had not abused the prerogatives of his command—beyond doing what he would have done himself. The 170th was made up of three helicopter platoons: two “slick” platoons, equipped with unarmed Bell HU-1D “Huey” helicopters, which were used to transport personnel and equipment; and a “gun” platoon, equipped with -B Model Hueys. These carried all sorts of armament, machine guns, 40mm grenade launchers, and 2.75-inch rockets, seven to a pod, with a pod mounted on each side of the ship.

				The company commander was provided with a “slick” HU-1D equipped with additional radios for command and control. Exercising the prerogatives of command, Lieutenant Oliver had decided that his mission could be best accomplished if he assigned the unarmed Command HU-1D to other duties. Major Hightower heard, but did not investigate, whispers that the Command Slick was thereafter alleged to have made certain unofficial missions which had caused it to be popularly known as the pussy wagon. Lieutenant Oliver had flown instead one of the Gun Platoon’s -B Models. This was equipped with a turret-mounted 40mm grenade thrower, two seven-round 2.75 rocket pods, and an M-60 .30 caliber machine gun in each door.

				The truth was that Major Hightower would have been happy to serve under Lieutenant Oliver before assuming command himself. And he would have been delighted if Oliver could have become his exec. But that was impossible. Oliver was a lieutenant and he was outranked by five other lieutenants, all the captains, and the other major who had come to the 170th with Major Warren H. Hightower.

				Early on, however, Hightower had a quiet word with the captains, in which he suggested that they could all learn from Lieutenant Oliver’s broad experience. At the same time he had also made it clear that he himself intended to seek Oliver’s advice and counsel whenever he encountered a situation that went beyond his own limited experience. And that, of course, meant just about every situation he expected to encounter. The unspoken point he made was that Oliver, like one of George Orwell’s pigs, was “more equal” than other first lieutenants.

				It was no surprise to Hightower that Oliver took his reduction of authority gracefully—pretending he was glad to be relieved of the responsibilities that went with command. Though Hightower didn’t believe him for a minute, he appreciated the gesture. And he was even touched when word reached him of an overheard conversation between Oliver and a sergeant who had been at the sauce.

				It was a fucking shame what those REMFs had done to him, the sergeant had told Oliver, relieving him and putting that asshole in command. But this was Oliver’s reply: “Granting all majors are assholes,” he said, “our asshole is in the top one percent of all available assholes, and we should be damned glad we got a good one who knows what he is doing.”

				It was with this background that Major Hightower set out to handle the new situation the Colonel from the Pentagon East and the two Berets had presented him with.

				A fuel truck and an ammunition truck drove up to the just landing Huey gunships as Major Hightower walked over to them. The gunships carried a crew of four: pilot, copilot, crew chief, and door gunner. Hightower was not surprised to see Lieutenant Oliver and his copilot, a young warrant officer, manhandling rocket-ammo crates off the truck as the crew chief started to check and refuel the ship, and the door gunner began to examine the weaponry.

				It had been Oliver’s long-established custom to assist the crew chiefs and door gunners in their labor. Some of the other, newer officers under the Major had not taken readily to that custom. Major Hightower had consequently found it necessary to correct the misimpression held by his executive officer and several of his captains that such assistance was beneath the dignity of officers and gentlemen.

				Lieutenant John S. Oliver, a tall, lithe, brown-haired young man, saluted when he saw Major Hightower. The salute was not especially crisp, but neither was it insolent. It was, Hightower thought, sort of a friendly, military wave.

				“How did it go, Johnny?” Hightower asked as he returned the salute.

				“Two water buffalo and possibly an elephant,” Oliver said dryly.

				The Huey gunships had just returned from what was officially called an interdiction mission. Technically, they had patrolled the border between Vietnam and Laos. They theoretically stayed inside the Vietnamese border, while searching for supplies passing from North Vietnam down the Ho Chi Minh trails to Viet Cong forces in the south. But they were permitted to engage any targets of opportunity.

				Major Hightower was not at all sure whether or not Oliver was pulling his leg with his crack about the two water buffalo and possibly an elephant, but he was damned if he would ask. They had expended their ordnance. They had shot at something. If that indeed had included water buffalo and a suspected elephant, Oliver had his reasons. It was likely, Hightower thought, that they had engaged probable targets: clumps of trees, for example, with truck tracks leading into them.

				“Got a minute?” Hightower asked.

				“Yes, Sir, of course,” Oliver said. “Will it wait until I take a leak?”

				“Absolutely.”

				“Corporal Williamson,” Lieutenant Oliver said to the door gunner, who looked about seventeen, “I’m sure you will remember my comment about making sure the extra rockets don’t go rolling around on the floor?”

				“Yes, Sir,” Corporal Williamson replied, looking chagrined.

				Major Hightower and Lieutenant Oliver walked to the latrine behind Base Operations, a wood-and-canvas affair erected above cut-in-half fifty-five-gallon barrels. It was sort of an elevated outhouse.

				Both officers wrinkled their noses at the smell of purifying chemicals. Oliver’s stream made a ringing sound against the side of one of the cut-off barrels.

				“You just had some visitors, Johnny,” Hightower said after he had finished and was waiting for Oliver to do the same.

				“Sir?”

				“The battalion commander and two bird colonels. A Green Beret and an officer from Saigon.”

				“To see me?” Oliver asked as he fussed with the stuck zipper on his flight suit. “What did they want?”

				“The Colonel from Saigon asked me to ask you if you would be willing to volunteer for a classified mission involving great personal risk.”

				Oliver looked at him incredulously.

				“That’s what he said, Johnny,” Hightower said.

				“In that case, Sir, with respect, not only no, but hell no.”

				“Because you’re getting short?”

				“That too, but those Green Berets are nuts,” Oliver said, and then asked, “Is my saying no going to put you on a spot? They wouldn’t tell you what they have in mind?”

				“I gave you what I have,” Hightower said. “And all he said was that I was to ask you…. He didn’t say anything about encouraging you.”

				“Then, hell, no, Sir,” Oliver said.

				Hightower looked at his watch.

				“I’m to relay your reply to a Colonel Augustus,” he said. “Polar Bear Six. You know who he is?”

				“Oh, yeah. He’s a real lunatic. The Berets in the camps are crazy enough, but Augustus runs an outfit called Special Operations Group. They make the other Berets seem almost normal by comparison. They go into Laos—and I’ve heard North Vietnam, too—for two, three weeks at a time. The Old Man used to say they have a terminal case of death wish.”

				“Well, I wish you’d wait around until I see if I can get Polar Bear Six on the horn and tell him what you said. Walk up to the commo bunker with me.”

				“Yes, Sir,” Oliver said.

				The commo bunker was a small, sturdily constructed wooden building covered with sandbags. Ten feet away, in a similar but smaller bunker, one of the two available diesel generators gave off a steady roar and sent a thin stream of diesel exhaust into the air.

				“There’s some Cokes in the fridge, boss,” the master sergeant who was the NCOIC—Noncommissioned Officer in Charge—said. “Help yourself.” In a moment he added, “You, too, Sir,” to Major Hightower.

				“Thank you,” Oliver said, asking with a raised eyebrow if Major Hightower wanted something to drink. Hightower nodded, then turned to the sergeant.

				“Are you in contact with Dak To?” he asked. “If so, will you see if you can raise Polar Bear Six for me?”

				“Checked it just a couple of minutes ago,” the sergeant replied. “It should be up.”

				The link was in, and surprisingly clear.

				“You want ’phones, Major? Or should I put it on a speaker?”

				“Speaker, please,” Major Hightower said as he took the microphone the sergeant extended to him.

				The voice of Green Beret Colonel Augustus came through the scrambler with unusual clarity. “This is Polar Bear Six, go ahead.”

				“Polar Bear Six, this is Sparrow Six. I have spoken to Oliver. He declines, I say again, he declines to volunteer. Over.”

				The response from Polar Bear Six was not what Major Hightower expected.

				The unmistakable sound of an amused chuckle came over the air. “Well, Father said he was smart,” Polar Bear Six said, not paying much attention at all to proper radio procedure. “Tell you what, you tell that young man to get in his flying machine and get his ass up here. I want to talk at him. Over.”

				“Polar Bear Six, Sparrow Six. You mean now?”

				“Yeah, I mean now. Is there some reason he can’t?”

				“Negative.”

				“Polar Bear Six, clear,” the speaker said.

				Major Warren H. Hightower looked at Lieutenant John S. Oliver, Jr.

				“Oh, shit,” Lieutenant Oliver said.

				“You better take the other ship with you, Johnny,” Major Hightower said.

				[TWO]
Dak To Special Forces Camp
Republic of South Vietnam
1410 Hours 15 August 1963

				As the two Huey gunships approached Dak To, a DeHavilland of Canada Caribou roared off the runway. The Caribou, a large twin-engine, high-tailed, short-field-capable transport, was obviously empty now, for it required very little runway to get off the ground; it seemed to leap into the air.

				Oliver and his wingman turned on final, flared out, and a foot or so off the ground, moved the gunships into sandbag revetments. Oliver turned the machine off and climbed out.

				He reached behind the pilot’s seat and picked up what had arrived in Vietnam in a package marked “Tennis Racquet—Handle With Care.” The return address on the package was false. The sender, a classmate of Lieutenant Oliver’s at Norwich University, had done a Vietnam tour and was aware that the REMFs in Saigon took seriously their prohibition of non-authorized weaponry. They were liable to cause trouble if they detected a shotgun for lethal use near the Laotian border rather than a sports implement for use on one of Saigon’s many well-tended tennis courts.

				The sender was confident, however, that nine of ten REMFs in Saigon probably thought that everybody in ’Nam got a chance to play tennis and would pass the package without questions. It passed.

				Once Lieutenant John S. Oliver had received his tennis racquet, he removed and threw away the magazine plug which limited magazine capacity to a sporting three rounds. The magazine now held five 00-buckshot shotshells, plus one in the chamber. He then neatly sawed off the barrel just above the magazine tube, sawed off the stock immediately behind the cavity for the action spring, and had his houseboy fasten to the barrel and stock a web sling formed from an old U.S. Carbine Caliber .30 sling.

				Each of the 00-buckshot shotshells contained twelve pellets. Each pellet was more or less ballistically equal to the bullet fired from a .32 Colt Automatic Pistol [ACP]. It was thus a very efficient people killer, which Lieutenant John S. Oliver had twice so far had occasion to demonstrate.

				He now slung the shotgun casually over his shoulder and spoke to Warrant Officer Junior Grade Billy-Joe Daniels, of Salt Spring, Oklahoma, his copilot. Daniels was six feet two, weighed 195 pounds, and was nineteen years old.

				“If this base comes under attack while we are here, the SOP”—Standing Operating Procedure—“requires that you get the ship in the air as soon as possible. If you do that, and leave me on the ground, Mr. Daniels, I will find you, no matter where in the wild world you may hide, slice off your balls, and feed them to you.”

				Daniels chuckled.

				“No sweat, boss,” he said. “I’ll wait for you. What the fuck is going on, anyway?”

				“I don’t really know,” Oliver said, “but I have a sneaking suspicion that I’m not going to like it.”

				A stocky black man wearing master sergeant’s stripes and a green beret walked over to them.

				“You Lieutenant Oliver?” he asked. When Oliver nodded, he went on: “Father and the Colonel are in the mess bunker. I’ll show you.”

				“Your name, no doubt, is Judas?” Oliver said, as they walked across the runway toward a large sandbag bunker half buried in the earth. “As in Judas Sheep?”

				“No, Sir. Thomas, as in doubting,” the sergeant replied with a smile. “I like your shotgun. Does it work?”

				“It has so far,” Oliver said. “Who the hell is ‘Father’?”

				“He says he knows you,” the sergeant said. “I think that’s why you’re here.”

				“Then he’s no friend of mine,” Oliver said.

				Colonel Joseph J. Augustus and a black Green Beret captain were sitting at one of the tables in the mess bunker eating. Steak and eggs, Oliver saw, and concluded that the makings had come in on the Caribou that had taken off as they approached.

				Oliver saluted. “Lieutenant Oliver reporting as ordered, Sir,” he said.

				Colonel Augustus, chewing, laid his knife down, and still chewing, returned the salute. Oliver sensed that Augustus was examining him critically. Finally he finished chewing.

				“Sit down, Lieutenant,” Colonel Augustus said. “Have something to eat. You know Father, of course.” He inclined his head toward the Captain.

				Oliver looked more intently at the Captain. “No, Sir, I don’t,” he said.

				“I was at Dak Sut,” the Captain said evenly, not smiling. “You took me out of Dak Sut.”

				Flying an HU-1D into Dak Sut, Oliver had run into a Viet Cong attack. Both he and the slick had been dinged. And for a while it looked as if he wasn’t going to make it. This black Beret Captain had apparently been one of the wounded he had hauled out. But he could not remember having seen him before.

				“Father tried to get you a Silver Star to go with your DFC for that,” Colonel Augustus said. “Predictably, I suppose, some sonofabitch in Saigon downgraded it to the Bronze.”

				“Sorry, I don’t remember you,” he said.

				The Captain shrugged.

				“Father says you have large balls, Lieutenant,” Colonel Augustus said.

				“The Captain errs, Sir. What I have is a highly developed sense for covering my own ass.”

				Colonel Augustus laughed. “How do you like your steak?”

				“Sir, is there enough to go around? I’ve got seven other people with me.”

				“That’s what you smell cooking,” Augustus said, jerking his head toward the stoves in the kitchen. “They’ll run it out to the revetments.”

				“In that case, Sir, medium rare,” Oliver said, then added, “Quoted the condemned man as he sat down to what he’s sure is the standard hearty last meal.”

				Colonel Augustus laughed. The Captain did not.

				“You don’t trust me, Lieutenant, do you?” Colonel Augustus asked.

				“I’m at sixty-three days and counting, Sir,” Oliver said.

				“And you’ve heard about Special Operations, right?” Colonel Augustus went on. “And at sixty-three days and counting, and possessed of a highly developed sense for covering your ass, you want nothing to do with it, or us, right?”

				“Yes, Sir, that’s about it,” Oliver said.

				“Well, let me tell you our problem anyway,” Augustus said. “And Father’s suggestions for solving it. Brainstorm it, in other words. Pick holes in his theory. Nothing dangerous in that, is there?”

				A plate with a T-bone steak and two fried eggs was set before Oliver.

				“No, Sir, I suppose not,” Oliver said, reaching for the salt and pepper.

				“Napoleon was right,” Colonel Augustus said.

				“Sir?” Oliver asked, confused, as he seasoned the eggs.

				“‘An army travels on its stomach,’” Augustus said. “Even Ho Chi Minh’s army. Interdiction of his lines of supply over here, since they’re not going to let us march on Hanoi, is pretty important.”

				“Yes, Sir,” Oliver agreed, wondering if he was going to get a long lecture on the philosophy of warfare before Augustus got to the point.

				“We have the means to interdict his supply lines,” Augustus went on, “multimillion-dollar airplanes and other weaponry that can, I am told—and believe—drop a round on the speaker’s lectern in the Great Hall of the People in Moscow with a 99.9 percent chance of hitting it. But our problem here is that we’re not shooting at a target precisely located on a map. We’re shooting at moving targets—ranging from a truck convoy to a couple of guys pushing three hundred pounds of rice on a bicycle. You still with me?”

				“Yes, Sir,” Oliver said.

				“The problem is compounded by Charlie’s discovery of the tunnel. Spy planes and satellites may be able to read license plates in Havana from sixty-five thousand feet, but nobody has yet come up with a gizmo that can find a target—even an ammo dump with tons of ammunition—that’s six or eight feet under the ground. All these Buck Rogers sensing devices, as a matter of fact, have trouble finding a half dozen trucks in the woods—no matter what you might have heard.”

				“Yes, Sir,” Oliver said.

				“So when technology fails, you go back to basics. You send in a guy on foot. And he walks around until he finds what he’s looking for. Then he sends the coordinates of the target…. You get the picture.”

				“Yes, Sir.”

				“There is one small problem with this,” Augustus said. “You lose a lot of people that way. Too many.”

				Oliver met Colonel Augustus’s eyes, but did not respond.

				“The current technique is for a long-range patrol to take a walk in the woods for a week, two weeks, as long as is necessary to get where they are going to see what they can see, and then get out. Father Lunsford has what he thinks is a better idea. I want to hear what you think about it.”

				“Why do they call you Father?” Oliver asked. “Or is that one of those questions I’m not supposed to ask?”

				“My name is George W.—for Washington—Lunsford,” Father said, not very pleasantly. “Clear?”

				“Yes, Sir,” Oliver said.

				“We have been losing too many people lately,” Father said. “Very highly trained, very valuable people, damned hard to replace. I have decided their getting blown away is a function of exposure. The longer they are running a risk of being detected, the greater the possibility they will get blown away. Reasonable?”

				“Yes, Sir.”

				“Therefore, it follows that the way to reduce losses is to reduce the length of exposure. That seems very logical, wouldn’t you say?”

				“How are you going to do that?”

				Father Lunsford did not respond directly.

				“If, say, it is a four-day walk from the border to a suspected tunnel area, where a patrol might linger for say twenty-four hours, and then walk back out, we have a total of nine days’ exposure. But let us say that a patrol has to walk through the woods for just one day before reaching the area of interest, spends the same twenty-four hours there, and then has just one more day of walking through the woods to get out. I don’t happen to have my slide rule with me, but just off the top of my head it seems that we would be reducing the total exposure by two thirds, and we would thus reduce their risk by the same sixty-six point six six six ad fucking finitum percentum…wouldn’t you say, Slats?”

				“You want to put these people in by chopper?” Oliver asked, but it was actually a statement, an incredulous accusation, more than a question.

				“You see, Colonel?” Father Lunsford said brightly. “I told you he was considerably brighter than your average run-of-the-mill airplane driver.”

				Oliver, who’d just registered that he’d been called Slats and didn’t like it, and didn’t like Captain George Washington Lunsford’s tolerant sarcasm either, said nothing.

				“Ignoring for the moment your disrespectful attitude toward Army Aviators, of whom my beloved little brother is one, Father,” Colonel Augustus said, “I somehow get the idea that Lieutenant Oliver does not share your unrestrained enthusiasm for this notion of yours.”

				Father Lunsford shrugged.

				“Let’s try it this way, Lieutenant,” Colonel Augustus went on. “Purely for the sake of theoretical argument. We have these givens. We will insert and extract a twelve-man, lightly armed team into—purely for the sake of argument—Laos, in an area through which the Ho Chi Minh trails pass. Their mission is to locate suspected dumps of materiel—most of which are believed to be underground—and movements of transport convoys—say, trucks and people pushing overloaded bicycles. Once these targets are identified and reported, our brothers in the Air Force and Navy will make them disappear.

				“The teams inserted are quite valuable, so extracting them safely is nearly as important as putting them in undetected. Consequently, for the sake of argument, let us say you have your choice of equipment—anything in the inventory, or anything that can be purchased off-the-shelf in the States and flown over here, cost be damned. Now you tell me how you would insert and extract our teams.”

				Oliver was chilled. He knew Augustus was dead serious. When he didn’t reply immediately, Colonel Augustus went on. “The highest priority is to get them onto the ground undetected. Failing that, we want them in such a place that bad guys looking for them will have difficulty finding them. You understand that their mission is not to engage the enemy, but to locate targets?”

				“Yes, Sir,” Oliver said, and then without thinking, added, “Jesus H. Christ!”

				“What is the first problem you see?” Augustus said.

				“Sir, you could put choppers down any number of places, any place four feet wider than the rotor cone,” Oliver said. “But Charlie knows that, too. And taking out long-range patrols is one of his high priorities. So you start with the risk of trying to sit down on a spot where there’s a machine gun trained. The way around that would be to use suppressive fire on the landing zone, but that would sure tell him where you were landing. Even if that LZ wasn’t already defended, scratch that helicopter.”

				“So you would say that you couldn’t fire on the LZ before landing?” Augustus said.

				Oliver realized that his mind was racing. He felt a little lightheaded.

				“Sir,” he said, and the words came out in a rush, “you could probably do it this way: four choppers, two slicks, and two gunships. Before you go out, you pick six, eight, ten LZs, all small ones. The gunships fly, say, a half mile off the route of the slicks, and high. One slick makes an approach to an LZ. If there’s nobody there, he off-loads his half of the team, and the other slick comes in with the other half. If somebody is there, he tries to get away. If he succeeds, fine. In any event, if he lands in a hot LZ, the gunships come in and take it under fire. Then, if necessary, pick up survivors. I could pick up, say, three people by dumping most of my ammo load…half of the people on a slick…”

				“You could, could you?” Colonel Augustus asked softly.

				Oliver met his eyes. “And the other gunship, theoretically speaking, could pick up the other three people.”

				Colonel Augustus grunted. “And how would you get them out under normal conditions?”

				“That would be easier. A team in would know which LZs Charlie is covering. It would be best if they could find one that isn’t being covered. But, failing that, they’d have to duck while we suppressed it—” He started to say something else and then stopped.

				“Come on,” Colonel Augustus said softly, gesturing with his hands.

				“On the insertion, at the increased risk of hitting a hot LZ,” Oliver said, “you could make touch-and-goes at two, three LZs without putting the teams off. Charlie wouldn’t know if you had put them off or not. So he would have to put a lot of people to work running around in the woods, looking.”

				Augustus grunted again.

				“It’s perfectly clear to me why Father thinks you’re considerably brighter than your average run-of-the-mill airplane driver,” Colonel Augustus said. “The true test of somebody else’s intelligence is the degree to which he agrees with you. Would you be crushed to learn, Lieutenant Oliver, that Father Lunsford came up with a plan that is, give or take a minor detail, almost identical to yours?”

				Oliver didn’t reply.

				“I want to restate that,” Augustus said. “I hope, Captain Lunsford, that you are appropriately crushed, having seen Lieutenant Oliver—in what, ninety seconds—come up with a plan very much like the plan that took you two weeks to dream up.”

				“Great men tend to think alike,” Father Lunsford said solemnly.

				Colonel Augustus laughed.

				“How soon could you get set up to do it?” he asked Oliver. “Forty-eight hours give you enough time?”

				“I didn’t hear the word ‘volunteer,’ Sir,” Oliver said.

				“Oh, come on,” Augustus said. “Forty-eight hours give you enough time?”

				“Yes, Sir.”
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				[ONE]

Dak To Special Forces Camp

Republic of South Vietnam

1615 Hours 11 September 1963

				It is incumbent upon a commander, First Lieutenant John S. Oliver, Jr., reminded himself, feeling like a horse’s ass, to inspire confidence in his men by example. If a commander exudes an aura of calm, of confidence, it is contagious. A good commander never lets his doubts become known to his men.

				At the moment he felt neither calm nor confident. In just about forty-five minutes he was going to insert a Special Operations Group (radio call sign Bulldog) long-range patrol twenty miles over the other side of the Laotian border.

				The team consisted of twelve people. On the Number One slick would be its commander, Captain George Washington Lunsford; its radio operator, Master Sergeant William Thomas; and four Nung tribesmen, mercenaries, who were used as technical advisers. The Nungs were paid a monthly retainer plus sixty dollars each time they crossed the Laotian border. The Number Two slick would carry a new guy, a mean-looking little Italian lieutenant named Fangola, and five more Nungs.

				The plan called for three diversionary touch-and-goes before the drop. And the patrol would actually get off at the fourth LZ. Following that there would be two more diversionary touch-and-goes before the slicks flew back across the border and returned to Dak To.

				The planning and timing of the mission had to be based on two considerations. There had to be time for the patrol to get away—say a thousand meters, maybe fifteen hundred—from their LZ before darkness fell. And then there had to be additional time before it became dark for the slicks to make the two diversionary touchdowns. The determination of timing had consequently been based on the official hour for sunset.

				Oliver didn’t think that was going to work. The monsoon season was already beginning, the skies were overcast, and the weather was sure to grow worse before it grew better. So he suspected that it was going to be dark as hell long before there was official permission for darkness to fall from the United States Air Force Meteorological Service, Southeast Asia. He was also worried that the weather might close in after the team was inserted, and then they might not be able to bring them out for days.

				Though technically Father Lunsford was in charge, the responsibility for making all this work was not Lunsford’s but his.

				Battalion had put the four choppers, their crews, and some maintenance personnel on TDY—Temporary Duty—to Special Operation Group, and Father was in command of that; but short of his calling the whole thing off, Father would indulge him in anything aeronautic he wanted. And this meant that Oliver had to live with the choices he’d made: If, on the theory that it would get dark earlier, he had chosen to go in early, the sun would have doubtless broken through the cloud cover and given Charlie another thirty minutes or more to look for Father and his men. But since he had actually decided to go with Official Sunset, it would surely get dark earlier, and so Father would not have much time to take a long walk through the woods before it was too dark to see his hand in front of his face. Or there would not be time to make the follow-on diversionary landings.

				To make matters worse, the weather was going to be shitty for the next couple of days at least. But when he told Lunsford that, Lunsford said the patrol still had to go. They just couldn’t put it off.

				They had two targets this time: a newly reported, suspected fuel and ammunition dump, in caves, and a convoy of Russian-built trucks coming down from North Vietnam to that dump. With a little bit of luck, Father said, they would find not only the dump but the trucks unloading there.

				The intelligence about all this was supposed to be pretty good.

				Oliver doubted that, too.

				But what really bothered him was a gut feeling. Something was going to go wrong.

				“Take not counsel of your fears”—General George S. Patton, Oliver quoted to himself. It didn’t help much.

				Father Lunsford walked up to where Oliver was sitting on the floor of the cabin of his gunship.

				Lunsford was wearing fatigues, with no insignia of any kind. There was a black band around his forehead—a net. Oliver supposed that Lunsford could pull it down over his face, the way stickup men pulled a woman’s stocking down over their faces before they stuck up a liquor store. But in his own experience, Oliver had never seen one of those nets used as anything but a headband.

				“Here you are, Tiger Lead,” Father said, and tossed something to him. “Don’t say I never gave you anything.”

				Tiger Lead was Oliver’s radio call sign for the mission.

				It was a pistol, a 9mm Parabellum Browning automatic.

				“What’s this?”

				“A small token of my admiration,” Father said. “If you can come up with some clever way to smuggle them out of the country into the States, we can get rich.”

				“What the hell are you talking about?”

				“You will notice there is no serial number,” Father said. “Gangsters, I am told, like that. I figure I can lose one or two per patrol—on the field of battle—without causing questions to be raised. And I hear that you can get four hundred bucks for one of those, even more—but say four hundred. Four hundred times say twenty-pistols is—eight thousand bucks. You figure some clever way to get those into the States, we can rent some very interesting female companionship.”

				He didn’t know if Lunsford was pulling his leg or not.

				“I am a Norwich graduate,” Oliver said. “We do not, as I have previously informed you, have to rent female companionship. But on the other hand, neither do we accept postcoital gratuities. A simple round of applause is sufficient reward.”

				Lunsford laughed and then grew serious. “You look worried, Slats. Something wrong?”

				“I don’t like the weather,” Oliver said.

				“I don’t want to abort this unless we have to.”

				“I’m at thirty-seven days and counting,” Oliver said. “Caution increases as days remaining In Country decline.”

				“People who get too cautious get killed.”

				“You believe that?”

				“I don’t know,” Father Lunsford said. “It sounds good. We going or not?”

				“Mis-ter Daniels!” Oliver called loudly, à la Charles Laughton calling for Mr. Christian in Mutiny on the Bounty.

				“Sir!” WOJG Daniels responded in a shout from the left, copilot’s, seat of the Huey gunship.

				“Sound ‘Boots and Saddles,’” Oliver called. “The Cavalry rides again!”

				Oliver could hear the whine of the gyros starting up as Billy-Joe Daniels threw the master switch.

				“I really get to keep this?” Oliver said, holding the Browning up.

				“Try not to shoot it,” Lunsford said. “My information is they’re worth more in NRA New condition.”

				“Thank you,” Oliver said, then pushed himself upright. He and Father Lunsford looked at each other a moment, and then, as Lunsford walked to one of the slicks, Oliver got in the right seat and started strapping himself in.

				[TWO]

Landing Zone Mike

1725 Hours 11 September 1963

				There was excitement in the voice of one of the slick pilots. The excitement came clearly over the FM between-aircraft radio:

				“Tiger Lead, this sonofabitch is hot! Jesus Christ, he’s down!”

				“Here we go, hot and heavy,” Oliver said over the intercom to his crew. He was flying. And Billy-Joe Daniels’s responsibility as copilot was controlling the maneuverable 40mm grenade launcher in the nose. Oliver pressed the switch on the stick to the next, radio-transmit, detent. “On the way,” he said, and a moment later, “What’s going on? For Christ’s sake, report!”

				“Bikini One is down, crashed on landing.”

				“Survivors?”

				“I think so,” Tiger Two said.

				“On the way,” Oliver repeated, aware that it was unnecessary to repeat it.

				The two Huey gunships had been flying just over a half mile to the right rear, and above, the slicks. It took them no more than thirty seconds to reach Landing Zone Mike.

				Twice during that thirty seconds Oliver tried unsuccessfully to communicate with Bulldog Six, but as he picked out the shape of the downed Huey against the jungle background, the AN/ARC-44 FM radio came to life.

				“Tiger Lead, Tiger Lead, Bulldog Six, we’re down, we’re down!”

				Lunsford had at least survived the crash.

				“I have the LZ in sight,” Oliver replied. “Where the hell are you?”

				“In the trees to the north of the LZ,” Lunsford’s voice came back. “There’s a light machine-gun and maybe half a dozen AKs across the LZ.”

				Oliver couldn’t see a thing.

				“Tiger One, we’ve got to take out those weapons. Give me some smoke in the middle of your position. I’ll hit everything but the smoke,” Oliver called, even as he pointed the nose of the gunship toward the LZ.

				There was a stream of 2.75-inch rockets from the rocket pods, and a steady thumping sound as the 40mm grenade launcher, fired by Billy-Joe, brought the enemy positions under fire. After that died and he overflew the target, the sharper sound of the .30 caliber M-60 machine gun started up. It was being fired by Corporal Williamson from the right-side door.

				“Bulldog Six, how many survivors?” Oliver asked.

				“The pilot and copilot didn’t make it,” Lunsford replied.

				Oliver made up his mind what had to be done as he banked the gunship steeply.

				“Tiger One,” he called to the other gunship, “we’re going to make one more gun run. We’ll expend as much as possible and then touch down on the next go-around. It’s a big LZ and I think we can each take out four of the people. You cover me as best you can. After I’m out, I’ll cover you while you pick up the remaining four.”

				“Got you,” Tiger One replied.

				Oliver moved the mike button to “radio transmit” again.

				“Father, I’m coming in. When we touch down, run like hell,” Oliver ordered. “Four people only. Tiger One will then come in for the rest.”

				There was no reply.

				Oliver completed his turn, then made another run at the LZ. Billy-Joe fired the 40mm grenades that were left, and there was another stream of 2.75-inch rockets from the pods. Oliver heard the chattering of the M-60 machine gun as he pulled out. He touched the intercom button.

				“Throw out the extra rockets,” he said. “And whatever else is loose back there.”

				“Guns, too, boss?” Corporal Williamson’s voice came in his earphones.

				“Yeah, everything,” Oliver said. With four people coming aboard, he was going to have a hard time getting the gunship back in the air.

				He completed the turn and made another approach, hoping that Charlie would think he was about to make another firing run.

				And then he flared it quickly and put it on the ground.

				Master Sergeant “Doubting” Thomas, moving with surprising speed for his bulk, came running toward the helicopter, with three Nungs on his heels.

				The last wasn’t fully in the cabin when Oliver tried to get back in the air.

				Goddammit, it’s heavy!

				The gunship shuddered and finally lifted off. The moment it was a foot off the ground, Oliver spun it, dropped the nose, and started to move away, picking up airspeed.

				There was a dull pinging sound, and a moment later the beep beep beep of the systems-failure alarm. But because he was too intent on getting the bird over the trees, Oliver didn’t even look at the control panel. He cleared the trees by inches.

				“We have trouble,” Billy-Joe said calmly.

				Oliver looked at his control panel.

				The master systems-failure light in front of him was flashing red, and so was the hydraulic-systems warning light on the console between the pilot’s and copilot’s seats.

				He didn’t need the lights. He could tell from the brute force needed to move the controls that he had lost all hydraulic power.

				“Get on the controls with me,” he ordered Billy-Joe. “We’ve lost hydraulics.”

				And then he felt the ship shudder as other things started coming apart.

				“Shit!” he said. Then he depressed the mike button. “Tiger One, we’ve been hit. I’ve got no hydraulics and the warning-light panel looks like a Christmas tree. I’m going to have to sit this thing down quick. Where are you?”

				“I’ve just cleared the trees,” Tiger One responded. “I have Bulldog Six plus three.”

				“What are we going to do?” Billy-Joe asked matter of factly.

				They were at only five hundred feet—and less than a mile from the LZ.

				Oliver didn’t reply. There was really no choice. With a little bit of luck, the ship would stay together long enough to make a landing.

				If the tail rotor will stay together just a couple more seconds!

				“There, to the right,” he said to Billy-Joe. “Stay on the controls with me!”

				With both of them working the controls with all their might, they managed to steer the gunship toward a small opening in the jungle not much wider than the rotor cone.

				And then he saw that the clearing was not as wide as the rotor cone.

				Billy-Joe made the same judgment.

				“Oh, shit!” he said.

				Oliver flared the gunship out high, just above the treetops. He was in effect landing there—except that the ground was twenty feet below him instead of a couple of inches.

				The gunship stopped flying and fell straight down.

				The tail rotor struck the trees; the tail-rotor shaft severed.

				A moment later the gunship hit the ground in a slightly nose-down attitude. The skids instantly collapsed, absorbing some of the shock. And then the fuselage touched the ground with a bone-jarring crash.

				The tail boom ripped off.

				The main rotor head and the transmission tore loose and shifted forward.

				The rotor blades, still moving, sliced the nose of the gunship off neatly, with a horrifying screech of torn metal, just forward of the instrument panel.

				Almost as if it was happening to someone else, Oliver waited for the next blade to slice through his door, and then him.

				Instead, it struck the ground and stopped.

				“Jesus H. Christ!” Billy-Joe said.

				Oliver looked at him a moment, and then they both unfastened their seat and shoulder harnesses. They stood up and just walked forward, where the nose and instrument panel had been.

				Then, as if waking up, Oliver became aware that the engine was running out of control. He knew what caused that: When the transmission and main rotor head had shifted forward on impact, the short shaft between the engine and the transmission had either broken or torn loose. Because there was no load on the engine any longer, it was about to tear itself apart.

				When that happened, it would scatter parts as lethally as a hand grenade, except that the parts would be bigger.

				When he looked into the cabin, he saw that Staff Sergeant Paul Thornton, the crew chief, had not only survived the crash but was already on his feet, working on the quick-disconnect on the fuel line. Seconds later the insane howl of the engine suddenly died.

				“Tiger Lead, Bikini Two. Tiger One just went in. Crashed. He hit hard. Shit, it blew up.”

				Oliver looked at the walk-around, emergency FM transceiver in his hand. He didn’t remember grabbing it before leaving the gunship. He put it to his mouth.

				“Bikini Two,” Oliver replied, “why did Tiger One go down? Are there any survivors?”

				“I think he got hit after he cleared the LZ. Looks like some people came out of it.”

				“Bikini Two, we’re on the ground,” Oliver said. “Even if we had another ship to pick us up, it couldn’t land where we are without hitting the trees. I’m going to torch the bird and dee-dee out of here. We’ll call you on the emergency radio later.”

				He walked quickly to the side of the crashed ship and looked inside.

				“Everybody all right back here?”

				“The black guy took a slug in the leg,” Corporal Williamson said matter of factly. “Where the fuck are we?”

				“Sergeant Thomas to you, asshole,” Thomas said. “He told me he didn’t think it got an artery, and he can still move.”

				“We’re going to torch the ship,” Oliver said, “and then dee-dee into the jungle.”

				“If you torch it they’ll know where we are,” Thomas said.

				“They know where we are anyway,” Oliver replied, thinking simultaneously, I don’t have to explain myself to this guy. “Maybe if they think we crashed, they won’t be so anxious to look for us.”

				“And maybe they will,” Sergeant Thomas said.

				“You find the thermite grenades, Billy-Joe?”

				“Williamson threw them out,” WOJG Daniels replied.

				“Shit!”

				“I know how to set it on fire,” Staff Sergeant Paul Thornton, the crew chief, said.

				“Do it, Paul,” Oliver ordered.

				Master Sergeant Thomas took a small, hand-held radio from his pocket and spoke into it.

				“Bulldog Six, Three. We’re down.”

				“Three, Six, we’ll find you. Eight,” Father Lunsford replied.

				“What does that mean? Eight?” Oliver asked.

				“It means whenever the little hand points to eight, I’ll key this thing for fifteen seconds,” Sergeant Thomas said. “He’ll home in on us.”

				“And they’ll send somebody to pick us up, right?” Corporal Williamson asked.

				“Not today,” Oliver replied. “Not in this soup. And it’s dark already. Probably first thing tomorrow.”

				He felt Sergeant Thomas’s eyes on him, met them, and saw in them that Thomas thought that he was either a fool or a liar.

				“Let’s get into the jungle,” Oliver said, and pointed toward the east.

				“I think we ought to go west,” Sergeant Thomas said.

				“Do what I tell you, Sergeant, will you, please?” Oliver said, coldly furious.

				Master Sergeant Thomas shrugged his shoulders and moved to the east.

				Oliver looked at the helicopter. Sergeant Thornton had somehow—Oliver had heard no noise—ruptured a fuel cell. JP-4 was spilling out, forming a puddle. Thornton took a Zippo from his pocket, opened it, and worked the lighter-fluid-soaked cotton wadding out of the bottom. Then, using the lighter, he ignited the wadding and tossed it into the puddle of JP-4. It burst into flame, and a moment later there was a small but growing cloud of dark smoke. The JP-4 fuel was really beginning to burn.

				“That ought to do it, boss,” Thornton said. “I’ll stay and make sure.”

				Oliver and Thornton waited fifty feet from the downed gunship until the JP-4 was burning furiously, then they followed Master Sergeant Thomas and the others into the jungle.

				When two hours later the first Nung mercenary appeared, silently stepping out of the forest in the near absolute darkness, he so frightened Oliver that he really thought for a moment he was going to faint or be sick to his stomach, or both.

				He leaned on a tree, weak and dizzy, while the mercenary conducted a whispered conversation with Master Sergeant Thomas, of which Oliver understood not a word. In what Oliver, with growing annoyance, decided was in Thomas’s own sweet time, Thomas came to him.

				“Father took a couple of hits,” Thomas explained laconically.

				“Where is he?”

				“They’re bringing him,” Thomas said impatiently. “As I was saying, the pain must be pretty bad, ’cause Father gave his radio to this guy and took a needle. One of the Nungs took some hits, too, so that’s three people who can’t walk out of here.”

				“We’re going to have to walk out of here, Thomas,” Oliver said. “There’s no other way. The rain is not going to stop.”

				“I say we wait until it clears,” Thomas said. “They know we’re here; they’ll send something—maybe an Air Force Jolly Green Giant—after us.”

				“You don’t listen good, do you, Sergeant?” Oliver flared. “I said the weather is not going to lift. And Charlie is going to comb this area looking for us. We have to move; and given that, I think we should walk toward Vietnam, not away from it.”

				“You don’t think Charlie will think we’ll head toward ’Nam?” Thomas asked. “And look for us there?”

				“I think I’ve had enough of this discussion, Sergeant,” Oliver said. “If Father Lunsford is out of it, I’m in charge.”

				“Yes, Sir!” Thomas said with exquisite sarcasm.

				Father Lunsford was truly out of it. When he appeared, ten minutes later, supported on one side by a Nung mercenary and on the other by Technical Sergeant Peter Alonzo, the crew chief of the other shot-down gunship, he was deep—literally—in the arms of Morpheus.

				Sergeant Alonzo told him that the pilot, copilot, and door gunner of the gunship had been killed in the crash when they went in; he had been thrown free and was bruised and sore but otherwise all right.

				Captain George Washington Lunsford’s reaction to their predicament was a cheerful smile and certain philosophical observations.

				“For yea, though I walk through the valley of death,” he pronounced, smiling happily, “I will fear no evil for I am—or maybe Doubting Thomas is—one or the other—the meanest sonofabitch in the valley!”

				“How are you, Father?” Oliver asked.

				“It smarted,” Lunsford said, his face serious, frowning. “Oh, my, how it smarted! You may have noticed that I have availed myself of the proper medication?”

				“I’ve noticed.”

				“I place this brave little band of brigands and all-around feather merchants in your capable hands, Brother Oliver,” Father said. “There being nobody else around to hand it over to. Doubting Thomas is all balls, and one hell of a radio operator, but he can’t find his ass in the dark with both hands.”

				Then he smiled even more brightly. A moment later, he went limp, and his eyeballs rolled white.

				[THREE]

United States Air Force Hospital

Clark Air Force Base

Republic of the Philippines

3 October 1963

				“Attention to orders,” the portly little light bird with the Adjutant General’s Corps insignia on his lapels said more than a little pompously. “Headquarters, U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, 30 September 1963….”

				“Excuse me, Sir,” Captain George Washington Lunsford said very politely, “I can’t quite hear you.” He gestured toward his right ear, implying that he was a little hard of hearing.

				Lunsford, wearing a purple bathrobe, was sitting on the bed; and the light bird had just pinned on him the Purple Heart medal (fourth oak leaf cluster) which had been given to the Colonel by an AGC captain, who had accompanied him.

				The AGC light bird then turned to Oliver, cleared his voice, and boomed, “Award of the Silver Star Medal. For valor in action against an armed enemy, the Silver Star Medal is herewith awarded to First Lieutenant John S. Oliver, Jr., Armor. United States Army. Citation: Shot down while attempting to recover by helicopter a long-range Special Forces patrol operating in enemy-controlled territory in the vicinity of Dak Pek, Republic of Vietnam….”

				“So that’s where we were. I wondered where we were,” Captain George Washington Lunsford said, wonderingly, innocently.

				The AGC light bird glared at him and then continued. “Lieutenant Oliver, then assigned to the 170th Assault Helicopter Company, after managing a safe landing of a severely damaged HU-1B helicopter, established contact with the Special Forces patrol, three of whose members, including the commanding officer, were wounded. He then assumed command of the entire force of thirteen men and successfully, over a period of nine days, led it through enemy-controlled territory to friendly lines. During this period there were three encounters with enemy forces. For the last five days of the withdrawal operation, Lieutenant Oliver was suffering from shrapnel and small-arms wounds to his right arm and chest, and refused available pain-deadening medication in order to maintain his full mental faculties.

				“Lieutenant Oliver’s extraordinary courage, superb leadership, coolness in combat, and outstanding professional skill reflect great credit upon himself and the United States Army. Entered the military service from Vermont.”

				The AGC light bird handed the orders to a Medical Service Corps captain and reached for the Silver Star box. Captain George Washington Lunsford put his fingers in his mouth and whistled. Then he applauded.

				The AGC light bird spun around and glared at him again.

				“Sorry, Sir,” Lunsford said. “I guess I got a little carried away. I mean, the Lieutenant saving my life, and all.”

				With visible effort the AGC light bird restrained himself from saying what was in his mind and turned back to Oliver. He pinned the Silver Star on his bathrobe, then offered his hand.

				“Congratulations, Lieutenant.”

				“Thank you, Sir,” Oliver said.

				The AGC light bird turned and marched out of the room, trailed by the Captain.

				“You’re out of your fucking mind, Father, you know that?” Oliver said.

				“I always get carried away on emotional occasions like that,” Father replied with no evident sign of remorse.

				The AGC Captain came back in the room. He tossed Oliver another blue medal box.

				“Purple Heart,” he said. Then he looked at Lunsford. “Hey, wiseass, you were almost a little too smartass for your own good. I just had to talk the Colonel out of jerking you off the evac flight in the morning.”

				“He was going home?” Oliver asked.

				“You both are,” the Captain said. “He almost didn’t. I guess the Colonel figured he’d rather have somebody else go through the paperwork of court-martialing you.”

				“For what? Applauding this splendid young officer’s superb achievements on the battlefield in defense of Mother, and apple pie, and who knows what else?”

				“Keep it up, Lunsford, you’ll dig your own grave,” the Captain said and walked out of the room.

				“You’re insane,” Oliver said to Lunsford. “Don’t you want to go home?”

				Lunsford looked at him a moment, shrugged, then opened the drawer of his bedside table. He took out an envelope, opened it, and held up a sheet of paper.

				“Attention to orders,” he said.

				“You’re not nearly as funny as you think you are,” Oliver said.

				“You just stand there at attention like a good little lieutenant,” Lunsford said and resumed reading. “Headquarters, U.S. Army Special Forces Group, Vietnam, 25 September 1963. Special Orders Number 203. Paragraph eleven. Award of the Combat Infantryman’s Badge. The Combat Infantryman’s Badge is awarded to First Lieutenant John S. Oliver, Armor, 170th Assault Helicopter Company, for service in ground combat while serving as acting commanding officer, Special Forces Team C-16, near the Laotian border during the period 11 to
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